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ABSTRACT
Working from home (WFH) has accelerated in occurrence fol-
lowing social distancing measures directed at stemming the 
spread of Covid-19 globally. Using a sample of 41 in-depth 
qualitative interviews and measurement of the personality 
scores of the 41 interviewees, who are UK academics, using the 
IPIP test questionnaire, we explored how mandatory WFH 
impacts the boundary management of different academics 
based on their personality and the role of personality in their 
boundary-management approach to enhance work-life balance 
(WLB) during Covid-19. Our results suggest that mandatory 
WFH impacts academics differently depending on their person-
ality, with academics high in conscientiousness and introversion 
(compared to their neurotic and extroverted colleagues) more 
suited to managing work and life domains to maintain a WLB 
while working from home. Building on boundary theory, we 
uncovered that while conscientious and introverted academics 
preferred and used integration as their boundary-management 
style, extroverted academics preferred segmentation in favor of 
family, but used volleying as a boundary-management style. 
Neurotic academics leaned toward our newly uncovered 
boundary-management style – quitter. Our findings suggest 
that the family circumstances of academics play an important 
role in their boundary-management styles. Overall, our study 
suggests relationships between personality and 
boundary-management styles and characteristics.

Introduction

The Covid-19 outbreak in December 2019 forced businesses to imple-
ment a partial or complete lockdown following the United Kingdom 
(UK) government’s social distancing regulations, which were brought in 
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to protect the public in 2020. One notable social distancing measure was 
working from home (WFH), which was implemented to enable employ-
ees to continue to carry out their work in the safer environment of their 
homes. WFH during the Covid-19 lockdown involved initiatives imposed 
by organizations whereby their employees could work from their homes 
through the use of computer-based assisted technology (Shao et al., 2021) 
while socially distancing from colleagues, customers, and stakeholders 
consistent with social distancing regulations.

WFH has gained traction due to the changing nature of work, new 
technological developments, and the need to make work accessible (Lippe 
& Lippényi, 2020). The past three decades have seen an increased call for 
organizations to offer their workers more flexibility, for example by draw-
ing up remote work plans (Lippe & Lippényi, 2020). In Europe (including 
the UK), an EAE Business School report found that the number of com-
panies using remote working had increased to 88% in 2020 from an initial 
4% (EAS, 2020). The huge increase in the percentage of employees involved 
in remote working has been overwhelmingly linked to the Covid-19 pan-
demic (Venkatesh et  al., 2021). However, only some jobs (those that can 
be done using computers) could be carried out at home. According to the 
Office of National Statistics in 2020, 47% of UK people worked from home 
in April 2020, 86% of those because of Covid-19.

One pertinent problem associated with WFH generally is that it blurs 
the boundaries between work and life (Rapp et  al., 2021). WFH was 
known to blur boundaries before the Covid-19 lockdown (Donnelly & 
Proctor-Thomson, 2015). However, with children (who could not go to 
school) and all family members at home during the lockdown, this blur-
ring became exacerbated (Adisa et  al., 2022; Holder, 2020). Additionally, 
individuals working from home—both those with a family at home and 
those without—who could not go out for leisure or other social activities 
due to the lockdown also had to manage other nonwork issues, such as 
cooking and receiving phone calls from extended family members/friends 
(Kossek et  al., 2021). These new dynamics made it difficult for employ-
ees working from home to effectively manage work and life domains, 
which engendered boundary management, work–life balance (WLB), and 
performance issues for many employees working from home during the 
pandemic (Adisa et  al., 2022).

Research results from studies on WFH and WLB during crises have 
been mixed. WFH and WLB research during prior crises (such as the 
earthquakes in New Zealand, which created similar living and working 
conditions to those of Covid-19) by Donnelly and Proctor-Thomson (2015) 
found that mandatory WFH helped most employees to maintain WLB. In 
contrast, Palumbo et  al. (2021) and Rapp et  al. (2021) observed that WFH 
during the lockdown impacted employee WLB both negatively and 
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positively. Recent studies suggest that achieving good WLB while WFH 
depends on the employees’ capacity for effective boundary management 
(Allen et  al., 2021; Gardner et  al., 2021). However, the Covid-19 pandemic 
and the consequent disruptions in the work–life spheres have further 
underscored the need to study WFH, boundary management, and WLB 
(Adisa et al., 2022). Research into this area could provide significant insight 
into how to select and train appropriate workers and develop boundary 
management/WLB policies and programs better suited to WFH in the 
context of the ‘new normal’ (Kramer & Kramer, 2020) or the next crisis, 
to avoid the stress/burnout and decline in productivity associated with 
poor boundary management when WFH (Adisa et  al., 2022).

Boundary theory (BT) (Ashforth et  al., 2000) suggests that individuals 
create and maintain boundaries between domains (work and life) in their 
efforts to maintain good WLB. Boundary-management research con-
ducted both before and during the Covid-19 lockdown agreed that 
boundary-management styles that enhance WLB include segmentation 
and integration, but that individuals differ in their preference for either 
segmentation or integration of work–life domains (Kreiner et  al., 2009, 
Rapp et  al., 2021). While scholars agree that individuals differ in these 
preferences for integration or segmentation and that individual personal-
ity plays a role in boundary-management strategies (Afota et  al., 2023; 
Kossek et  al., 2012), BT tends to overlook how individual personality 
impacted the boundary-management behavior of employees (Gardner 
et  al., 2021) in terms of enhancing WLB during the pandemic (Adisa 
et  al., 2022; Allen et  al., 2021). In fact, no published work (except 
Kroumova et  al., 2021, which examined personality and work–family 
conflict) has studied how personality influences boundary management 
and the implications of this for WLB during the Covid-19 pandemic in 
the literature. Thus, Rapp et  al. (2021) and Rothbard et  al. (2021) have 
called for research to examine how WFH in a specific context (such as 
the pandemic) influences employee boundary management in different 
occupations depending on their individual personalities. To effectively 
develop personalized boundary-management policies and programs for 
an appropriate workforce in the new normal post-pandemic, it is import-
ant to understand why individuals may choose a particular 
boundary-management style and tactic over another, and the nature and 
effectiveness of different boundary-management styles in terms of main-
taining good WLB while working from home (Cho, 2020; Gardner et  al., 
2021). According to Tett and Burnett (2003), situations like the Covid-19 
pandemic evoke the expression of specific personality traits.

Recent efforts to theorize and extend BT by Baer et  al. (2016) and 
Gardner et  al. (2021) suggest that individuals with personality traits such 
as conscientiousness and extroversion manage work–life boundaries 
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better than their introverted or neurotic colleagues pre-Covid-19. 
According to this perspective, conscientious and extroverted individuals, 
through careful planning, hard work, diligence, and resource conserva-
tion (the latter of which is a form of adaptability that is associated with 
plasticity, according to Thompson et  al., 2021) respectively, effectively 
segmented their work–life boundaries while working from home to 
maintain good WLB (Baer et  al., 2016; Gardner et  al., 2021). According 
to Kroumova et  al. (2021), the behavioral tendencies associated with per-
sonality traits are construed as resources that can help the individual 
deal with conflicting role requirements. The authors found that neurotic 
and introverted individuals managed work–life boundaries poorly due to 
emotional reactivity (fear/worry) and resource depletion during privacy 
violations both of the work and the home domains, for example work 
spilled over into their home life and vice versa (Baer et al., 2016; Gardner 
et  al., 2021). However, we note that the findings from pre-Covid-19 stud-
ies such as those by Gardner et  al. (2021) and Baer et  al. (2016) cannot 
be generalized to cover the Covid-19 work context. The mandatory use 
of WFH during the Covid-19 pandemic means that post-pandemic con-
ditions differ significantly from the pre-Covid-19 work context. According 
to Venkatesh et  al. (2021), conscientiousness may have a stronger posi-
tive (negative pre-Covid-19) relationship with job strain during Covid-19 
due to their excessive focus on their job performance, which may hinder 
their ability to maintain a good WLB. Moreover, introverts, who are 
more comfortable working in isolation, perhaps with family members 
around, may better create and maintain boundaries in isolation while 
working from home during a pandemic.

Another major limitation associated with recent efforts to theorize and 
extend BT by exploring the links between personality, boundary manage-
ment, and WLB is that only personality traits such as extroversion (and 
introversion) (Baer et  al., 2016) and conscientiousness and neuroticism 
(Gardner et  al., 2021) have been studied so far, and in separate studies. 
The four relevant Big Five personality traits (McCrae & Costa, 1997), 
extroversion, introversion, conscientiousness, and neuroticism (we exclude 
openness, as it is not theoretically associated with the ability to separate 
work from nonwork; O’Neill et  al., 2009), have not been examined 
together in a single study (Adams, 2022), even though the examination 
of these traits could be valuable (Pavani et  al., 2021). Individuals high in 
openness to experience do not possess the worker autonomy (De Jonge 
et  al., 2001) required to assess and implement flexibility that is required 
by WFH (Donnelly & Proctor-Thomson, 2015). Drawing on research by 
Gardner et  al. (2021) and Adams (2022), it is imperative to examine all 
four personality traits in a single study (context) to ensure that findings 
are: (a) attributed to the same mechanisms to enhance their reliability 
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and (b) valid for the design of boundary-management interventions that 
are more intuitive for employees. Moreover, more research is required to 
help us understand the role played by the other personality traits in 
employee boundary-management decisions, as contemporary workplaces 
comprise employees with all types of personalities (Adams, 2022; Gardner 
et  al., 2021).

Therefore, this study aims to extend prior research on boundary the-
ory by exploring how mandatory WFH impacts the boundary manage-
ment styles of different individuals based on their personalities, and the 
role these boundary-management styles play in enhancing WLB. We 
extend boundary theory by providing theoretical insight into the role of 
personality traits in individual employees’ (academics’) boundary- 
management styles in their ability to enhance their WLB while working 
from home as a result of Covid-19. In so doing, we link different per-
sonality types to different boundary-management styles and characteris-
tics in the literature, further extending boundary theory. We also widen 
the literature by providing new insight into the personalities of those 
employees who are more likely to segment work–life boundaries by put-
ting family first (a practice considered inimical to organizational success) 
and the motivations for such behavior (Thompson et  al., 2021). From a 
methodological standpoint, we contribute to the literature by collecting 
and analyzing qualitative and personality-test data from the same inter-
viewees to achieve our research aim. Only a minimal number of studies 
on the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic have done this in the past. 
Finally, methodologically, we also contribute to the literature by demon-
strating movement between segmentation and integration as 
boundary-management strategies in a cross-sectional study, as existing 
boundary-management literature by Kossek et  al. (2012) and Gardner 
et  al. (2021) suggest that this is only possible in longitudinal research.

Theoretical background and literature review

Working from home
WFH is well established in many organizations and is not a new concept 
(Straus et  al., 2023). Before the Covid-19 pandemic, WFH was volitional, 
organization-specific, and highly variable based on industry. When care-
fully planned and executed, WFH can foster flexibility in boundary man-
agement to create a good WLB (Mayo et  al., 2016). However, studies 
have also shown that WFH does not always facilitate good WLB (Straus 
et  al., 2023), as blurred work–life boundaries driven by WFH can make 
boundary management to support good WLB unachievable (Straus et  al., 
2023). Traditionally, the commute from home to work allows workers to 
transition between roles, but with WFH, this is not possible since work 
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is limited to the home (Mann & Holdsworth, 2003), and was solely car-
ried out there during the Covid-19 pandemic.

With the onset of the pandemic, employees were forced to WFH using 
platforms such as Zoom, FaceTime, and MS Teams, whether or not they 
had prior WFH experience (Adisa et  al., 2022). As a result, work and life 
domains overlapped significantly in terms of space and time (Adisa et  al., 
2022). As a result, the characteristics of work arrangements that were 
termed ‘flexible’ changed fundamentally, reducing employees’ flexibility in 
managing between work–life tasks (Adisa et  al., 2022). Reportedly, the 
implementation of mandatory WFH during this period, without employ-
ees being able to prepare for it, severely blurred the boundaries between 
work and life, particularly for employees with family members to cater 
to (Chen et  al., 2021). As schools were closed, working parents found it 
challenging to look after children while working from home. Moreover, 
employees, whether or not they had families at home, also had to navi-
gate nonlife issues (Kossek et  al., 2021), such as receiving phone calls, 
cooking, and using home gym facilities while working from home.

With this, Shao et  al. (2021) contend that the inability to satisfactorily 
engage with both work and life domains through individual 
boundary-management styles during periods of WFH in isolation may 
lead to poor WLB. We know through a recent study by Adisa et  al. 
(2022) that academics who worked from home during the pandemic 
either segmented work–life domains through micro-boundaries or inte-
grated both domains to enhance WLB, based on their abilities and levels 
of resilience. While this is known, we do not understand the role played 
by personality in the boundary-management preferences of these aca-
demics in their attempts to enhance their WLB while working from 
home (Cho, 2020; Gardner et  al., 2021; Rapp et  al., 2021). Research into 
this area is required to provide insight into the development of new HR 
policies and practices to enhance boundary-management behavior and 
thus WLB (Holder, 2020) in the context of the new normal post-Covid-19.

Work–life balance (WLB)

WLB is about being mentally engaged, functioning effectively, and expe-
riencing satisfaction in both work and life roles (Casper et  al., 2018; 
Chan et  al., 2023). It involves employees’ appraisal of how well they com-
bine work and life roles (Casper et  al., 2018). WLB defines the activities 
in the life or nonwork domain as including family and other personal 
interests (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). The demands of balancing work 
and life are a challenge for both employees and their employers, and 
therefore WLB allows employees to fulfill work- and life-related tasks in 
a way that benefits them (Adisa et  al., 2017). Notably, an employee’s 
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inability to achieve a good WLB can increase their stress levels and hin-
der their productivity and that of the firm (Adisa et  al., 2017).

Recent literature on WFH suggests that the traditional boundaries 
between work and life changed significantly during the period of man-
datory WFH driven by the Covid-19 pandemic (Adisa et  al., 2022) and 
that this impacted WLB. While working from home, employees require 
more family (and personal) time due to their closer proximity to family 
life. Work responsibilities related to the job role also demand employees 
to put in time and effort simultaneously during this period. However, 
effective effort, time, and commitment distribution to the different 
domains through boundary management can promote a good WLB 
(Chan et  al., 2023).

The challenges of WLB have received significant attention to date 
(Adisa et  al., 2022). However, as WFH received greater acceptance and 
attention during the Covid-19 pandemic, it is pertinent to examine WLB 
by means of a lens that considers this phenomenon (Adisa et  al., 2022). 
To reiterate an earlier view, a recent study by Adisa et  al. (2022) suggests 
that academics who worked from home during Covid-19 either seg-
mented or integrated the work–life domains to enhance WLB. However, 
we do not know the role of personality in the boundary-management 
preferences of these academics and how this has enhanced their WLB.

Boundary theory

BT provides a framework for understanding the interface between unique 
challenges associated with WFH, boundary management, and WLB (Rapp 
et  al., 2021). BT’s focus is on understanding how the borders between 
work and life domains are managed; creating and maintaining these 
boundaries is essential to enhancing WLB (Adisa et  al., 2022). BT became 
even more relevant during the period of mandatory WFH driven by 
Covid-19 because of the associated fundamental overlap between work and 
nonwork domains (Gardner et  al., 2021) and the boundary-management 
effort required to drive good WLB (Adisa et al., 2022; Gardner et al., 2021).

Boundary management entails an active process of taking actions and 
making decisions on the part of employees in order to delineate or blend 
the symbolic, material, social, and temporal demarcations between their 
work–life domains (Rapp et  al., 2021). Boundary management styles 
refers to employees’ different approaches to demarcating boundaries and 
attending to work–life domains given boundary constraints and identity 
centralities (Kossek et al., 2012). Drawing on earlier boundary-management 
literature shows that individuals manage the boundaries between work 
and life by drawing on two predominant boundary-management styles, 
integration or segmentation of the work and life domains, to create a 
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balance (Kossek et  al., 2012). To invoke BT, this means that employees 
socially construct and maintain psychological, temporal, and physical 
boundaries between work and home to simplify and classify the world 
around them (Ashforth et  al., 2000; Chan et  al., 2023). A higher level of 
integration is far more common during periods of WFH (Ashforth et  al., 
2000), as the work domain becomes closer to the life domain. A notable 
benefit of integrating domains is that one can easily change from one 
domain to the other. However, the incidence of blurring is far greater 
with integration (Ashforth et  al., 2000). In contrast, segmentation has the 
advantage that it reduces the blurring of roles; however, its limitation is 
that it creates a high contrast between those roles, which may increase 
the magnitude of resources required to transition between them. While 
noting that individuals do not only integrate or segment domains, Kossek 
and Lautsch (2008) developed a new boundary management style (that 
of volleyers, who alternate between integration and segmentation) to 
reflect the growing number of individuals who may have configurations 
that are dual-centric.

According to Kreiner et  al. (2009), employees can use any of the four 
types of boundary management tactics—temporal, physical, behavioral, 
and communicative—when segmenting or integrating work and life 
domains. In a study of how individual personality affects various 
boundary-management styles, Kossek et  al. (2012) note that certain char-
acteristics, such as cross-role interruptions (the extent to which individ-
uals allow interruptions across roles), work-identity centrality, and 
boundary-control perception are important. Work-identity centrality 
refers to the value an individual places on one or more of their identities 
(work or nonwork, e.g. family). At the same time, boundary-control per-
ception describes an individual’s perceptions around whether they have 
control over the ability to cross from one domain to the other (Kossek 
et  al., 2012). Under cross-role perception, interruptions might not neces-
sarily be welcomed but are allowed by the individual (Gardner et  al., 
2021). Typically, the value an individual places on one role identity over 
the other is determined by the time and energy invested in that role 
when looking at role centrality (Kossek et  al., 2012). Dual centricity of 
roles implies that the individual views their work and life (including 
family) roles as having equal weighting (Gardner et  al., 2021). Finally, 
individuals with high perceived control will believe they can control the 
direction and frequency of interruptions and the frequency of boundary 
crossing in line with their needs, and vice versa (Kossek et  al., 2012).

Additionally, given contextual restrictions, individual employees may 
not be able to enact boundary behavior (the actual enacted action an 
individual takes to manage their boundaries) in direct accordance with 
their boundary-management preferences (e.g. the way an individual 
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desires to manage their boundaries; Kossek et  al., 2012; Gardner et  al., 
2021). Adisa et  al. (2022) contend that the strength of borders between 
life and work domains is determined by flexibility and the permeability 
of boundaries. Whereas impermeable/thick role boundaries are closed to 
influence, more permeable/thin role boundaries are more open to change 
(Clark, 2000; Rapp et  al., 2021). Flexibility is assessed by looking at the 
extent of an individual’s willingness and ability (the degree to which the 
physical and temporary boundaries are pliable) to modify the temporal 
or physical restrictions of their work and life domains (Adisa et  al., 2022; 
Ashforth et  al., 2000) consistent with their cross-role-interruption, role 
centrality, and boundary-control perceptions.

BT and personality

While BT (Ashforth et  al., 2000) contends that individuals construct and 
maintain boundaries between domains, the theory does not articulate 
how individual personality impacts the maintenance and construction of 
those boundaries during a crisis such as the Covid-19 pandemic. Prior 
research (Baer et  al., 2016; Gardner et  al., 2021) has found that person-
ality characteristics such as neuroticism, conscientiousness, and extrover-
sion (introversion) are related to boundary management, but researchers 
have not examined the role of personality in the employee’s choice of 
boundary-management styles and tactics (Kroumova et  al., 2021) in their 
efforts to create good WLB while working from home during a crisis. 
Moreover, studies on boundary management and personality did not 
address all four personality traits (extroversion, introversion, conscien-
tiousness, and neuroticism) in a single study.

According to Costa and McCrae (1997, p. 270), personality refers to 
‘… dimensions of individual differences in tendencies to show consistent 
patterns of thoughts, feelings, and actions’. Baer et  al. (2016) and Gardner 
et  al. (2021) suggest that Big Five personality traits, such as extroversion 
(introversion), conscientiousness, and neuroticism, are related to bound-
ary management. Similarly, prior research links conscientiousness to 
boundary enactment (Kroumova et  al., 2021). According to this litera-
ture, conscientiousness is related to greater perceived control, fewer 
cross-role interruptions, and work-identity centrality (Gardner et  al., 
2021). Conscientious individuals are hardworking, methodical, and delib-
erate in their actions and thus effectively manage their time, responsibil-
ities, and tasks across roles, particularly for roles with high work centrality 
(Gardner et  al., 2021). Moreover, conscientious individuals are high in 
emotional stability, which is associated with the tendency to stay on 
course and minimize social and emotional interruptions. Consequently, 
conscientious workers high in emotional stability may build strong 
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work–life boundaries to separate the two domains (Kroumova et  al., 
2021) in highly integrated work–life environments such as the WFH 
environment created by the Covid-19 pandemic. Thus, we argue that 
conscientious workers may be more open to segmentation in favor of the 
work domain to enhance their WLB. While conscientious workers may 
attend to interruptions that still fall within the work domain, they may 
be more diligent in preventing interruptions from other domains (Gardner 
et  al., 2021).

Another personality characteristic likely to be related to boundary 
management is neuroticism (Kroumova et  al., 2021). Employees who are 
high in neuroticism tend to be emotionally reactive and worry a lot. In 
the context of WFH during a pandemic like Covid-19, they may be less 
efficient with their time due to concerns about aspects outside their crit-
ical tasks (Gardner et  al., 2021;   Kroumova et al., 2021). Employees who 
are high in neuroticism will be more emotionally reactive during condi-
tions such as those of the pandemic, because of worry about how best 
to do their job well under the circumstances. As a result, they may expe-
rience more cross-role interruptions, as they may be too worried to 
refuse interruptions and draw boundaries (Gardner et  al., 2021). 
Employees who are high in neuroticism are more likely to experience 
less perceived boundary control based on emotional instability and emo-
tional reactions. However, they may lean toward segmentation as their 
boundary-management style to enhance good WLB while working from 
home (Gardner et  al., 2021). Employees who are neurotic, therefore, tend 
to see family as central (Gardner et  al., 2021).

Research (Baer et  al., 2016; Kroumova et  al., 2021) has also linked 
extroversion and introversion to boundary management while WFH, 
albeit not during a crisis. According to the account by Baer et  al. (2016), 
extroverted workers, due to their ability to conserve and deploy resources 
(adaptability) during boundary violation, can manage work–life boundar-
ies better (than introverted workers) to enhance their WLB while WFH 
in a highly integrated work–life environment. Extroverts are high in plas-
ticity (the need for exploration and new experiences) and are likely to 
adapt to many new situations (DeYoung, 2015). Conversely, the authors 
argued that due to resource depletion during periods of boundary viola-
tion, while working from home, introverts compromise their work 
domain in favor of the life (family) domain, as they are not comfortable 
with interruptions in either domain (Baer et  al., 2016). According to this 
account, introverts prefer to spend time alone and may be more sensitive 
toward feelings of invasion when the work domain encroaches on the life 
(family) domain.

The current study contends that, generally, the WFH environment 
during the Covid-19 pandemic is understood to have been different  
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from WFH pre-Covid-19. Thus, we may expect to see different 
boundary-management behavior from extroverts and introverts WFH 
during these two periods. Due to its association with high plasticity, 
extroversion can be related to perceived control and fewer disturbances 
caused by cross-role interruptions, which supports segmentation as a 
boundary management style in a Covid-19-induced WFH context that 
can be used to enhance good WLB. The current study argues that 
employees who are high in extroversion may elevate their family identity 
(segmenting in favor of family) over their work identity as they are low 
in emotional stability (Kroumova et  al., 2021), which may make it diffi-
cult for them to stay on course and minimize social interruptions while 
working from home, perhaps with family members around. Conversely, 
employees who are high in introversion can be related to the character-
istics of perceived control, allowing fewer disturbances caused by 
cross-role interruptions, and dual-identity centrality due to their high 
level of emotional stability, which is useful for staying on course and 
minimizing social and emotional interruptions while working from home. 
Thus, employees who are high in introversion may prefer segmentation 
(in favor of both work and family, due to their high level of emotional 
stability, which helps them to minimize social interruptions such as those 
from family members) as their boundary-management style while work-
ing from home.

We note that boundary-management preference and strategy can also 
be considered in relation to environmental conditions (such as family 
circumstances) (Allen et  al., 2021). Prior research by Adisa et  al. (2022) 
found that those living alone may find it easier to segment domains to 
enhance their WLB than those living with others while working from 
home. This is likely because family members who are at home while 
employees work from home can interrupt those workers with nonwork 
activities as well as help them in getting the job done (Donnelly & 
Proctor-Thomson, 2015). Within the boundary-management literature, 
research has focused on workplace environment resources such as super-
visor support in boundary management (Allen et  al., 2021). Research is 
yet to address the social and physical features within the home environ-
ment that may promote boundary integration or segmentation (Allen 
et  al., 2021). The current study will provide insights into how family 
circumstances can interact with personality in employee boundary- 
management experiences when WFH.

To summarize, the present study is a response to recent work (Gardner 
et  al., 2021, Rapp et  al., 2021) calling for research on how WFH during 
a pandemic influences individual employees’ boundary-management 
experiences and how personality impacts their boundary-management 
styles, and its aim is outlined here: to investigate how WFH during the 
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Covid-19 lockdown impacted individual employees based on their per-
sonalities and the role those personalities played in their 
boundary-management styles during this period. With the increasing 
overlap between work and nonwork due to WFH during the lockdown, 
more research is required to understand which types of employees work 
well from home during a crisis (Kramer & Kramer, 2020; O’Neil et  al., 
2014). This leads us to pose the following questions:

•	 What key factors differentiate WFH pre-Covid-19 from WFH 
during the Covid-19 pandemic?

•	 How do the complexities associated with WFH during Covid-19 
impact individual employees differently based on their personality?

•	 How do employees working from home manage work–life bound-
aries consistent with their personality?

UK higher education context

The context of this study is higher education in the UK. WFH was a 
common practice in this context before the pandemic and was usually 
done voluntarily and by agreements between academic staff and their 
managers, like in other sectors (Beauregard et  al., 2019). When manda-
tory WFH began in March 2020, this required UK academics to rapidly 
convert their existing teaching materials into a format suitable for online 
delivery (Oseghale et  al., 2023; Pepple, 2022). This was followed by the 
need to deliver these materials online from the various homes of aca-
demic staff. These online teaching and learning activities have continued 
up to the time of writing, consistent and beyond the government’s social 
distancing policy. There were also academic staff members whose job 
roles involved research and enterprise in addition to teaching, whose jobs 
were also affected by the WFH policy. These roles were structured dif-
ferently. For example, although teaching and learning activities were done 
remotely, academics did not have the flexibility to determine tasks, pri-
orities, and goals. Classes were timetabled online, and assessment dead-
lines were set. This was different for those involved in research roles, 
whose tasks were unstructured. Hence, Gardner et  al. (2021) suggests 
that the work structure when WFH influences how academics manage 
boundaries to maintain good WLB. We also acknowledge that some roles 
in the UK education context were not affected by the WFH mandate 
(e.g. some nonacademic staff working in maintenance and security). 
These employees were classed as key workers, and continued to work as 
normal during the pandemic (Apouey et  al., 2020).

As elsewhere, mandatory WFH during the Covid-19 environment was 
highly associated with WLB issues. Academics faced the challenge of 
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limited flexibility in the WFH arrangements they were used to. The 
physical and psychological borders demarcating work and life domains 
were blurred by the government’s Covid-19 WFH guidelines, which lim-
ited both domains to the same space 24 hours a day (Adisa et  al., 2022). 
While academics have, at least relative to other sectors, more autonomy 
to choose WFH, recent WFH increased the workload of academics in 
the context of increasing student numbers in the UK (Ogbonna & Harris, 
2004), making UK academics a good population in which to study WLB 
issues while working from home.

Method

This study draws on a qualitative approach followed by the International 
Personality Item Pool (IPIP) questionnaire analysis to understand the 
subjective views of academics on how they were impacted by WFH con-
sistent with their personalities during Covid-19, and the role of person-
ality in their choice of boundary-management style. Following Shiyanbola 
et  al. (2021), the use of mixed methods (in an exploratory sequential 
design where qualitative approach comes before IPIP questionnaire 
administration) enabled the use of IPIP questionnaire data to corroborate 
qualitative findings on personality. A qualitative approach was used ini-
tially in order to obtain the participant’s subjective views and ‘rich’ con-
textual information on various concepts (Ogbonna & Harris, 2004), 
including personality. IPIP questionnaire data was then used to corrobo-
rate the qualitative personality data. This mixed-methods approach also 
enabled the use of the IPIP questionnaire to offset any limitations asso-
ciated with the use of one measurement approach (qualitative interviews) 
in measuring personality (Busetto et  al., 2020; Shiyanbola et  al., 2021). 
According to McDonald (2008) and Tupes (1950), incorporating multiple 
methods is more reliable for measuring personality, as more comprehen-
sive psychological data will enable valid personality ratings.

Sampling and interview procedure

Based on the exploratory sequential approach, the study commenced 
with qualitative data collection. Following Busetto et al. (2020), an explor-
atory sequential design was selected to enable initial in-depth and rich 
qualitative interview data to inform and enable the identification of a 
questionnaire instrument (IPIP in this case).

Given the exploratory nature of this study and the need to understand 
the research context, purposive and snowballing sampling strategies were 
used. Purposive sampling enables researchers to identify and select key 
participants with expert knowledge of the phenomenon under study 
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(Ogbonna & Harris, 2004). First, a purposive sampling strategy enabled 
us to contact and select lecturers across different UK universities to 
understand how they were impacted by WFH and the role of personality 
in their choice of boundary management styles. Initially, the authors con-
tacted academics in their network who were working from home strictly 
only because of the government’s social distancing regulations in response 
to Covid-19. Academics from both old and new universities in the UK 
were deliberately selected to provide wider insight and improve general-
izability. A limitation of this sampling strategy is that it enhances internal 
validity, but it may limit external validity (Andrade, 2021). Nonetheless, 
the experience of academics was similar to that of professionals in other 
sectors working from home during the mandatory WFH period. Second, 
and in line with a snowballing strategy, after their interviews, colleagues 
(interviewees) teaching from home gave the authors access to their peers 
who were also teaching from home due to the government’s stay-at-home 
regulations. Our participants were selected from different academic posi-
tions, genders, and family backgrounds. Table 1 provides an overview of 
the details of the participants’ demographics (including their personality- 
test scores). Participants were contacted again by telephone to arrange a 
mutually convenient interview date, location, and time.

Before conducting the interviews, the authors received ethical approval 
from a UK university. A total of 50 semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with academics who had delivered teaching and learning activities 
on campus before Covid-19 and then quickly adapted to online teaching 
during the lockdown. Saturation, referred to as both the comprehensive-
ness of data collection and data analysis, was attained (Saunders et  al., 
2018). The authors stopped interviewing after 50 interviews; data satura-
tion had been achieved after 40 interviews (Bell et  al., 2019, p. 399). After 
the 40th interview, no new information was generated. The authors contin-
ued data collection for ten more interviews to ensure and confirm that no 
new information was emerging (Saunders et  al., 2018). This evidence sup-
ports the adequacy of the sample in relation to theory development.

Semi-structured interviews were preferred, to allow interviewees to 
frame their experience of WFH and boundary management by explain-
ing events, patterns, and forms of behavior. An interview guide was used 
to provide a general structure for questioning, allowing the authors to 
ask a very similar set of questions. However, interesting lines of inquiry 
were pursued further, to facilitate uninterrupted discussion. The inter-
view guide was developed after an extensive review of the literature on 
WFH, personality, and work–life balance. Questions around WFH, its 
impact, boundary management, and WLB were asked to initiate 
open-ended narratives during the interview. Although the authors did 
not overtly ask about personality in boundary management so as to 



The International Journal of Human Resource Management 15

avoid biasing participants views, participants’ narratives during the inter-
view clearly pointed to how their personalities impacted their ability to 
manage work–life boundaries. Consequently, participants were asked 
follow-up questions to clarify any gray areas about personality and 
boundary management. This approach allowed participants to provide 
personalized narratives and experiences in response to more précised and 
tailored questions asked by the researchers. Interviews were conducted 
on MS Teams and Zoom from May to July 2020. The interviews lasted 
between 45 and 60 min, and followed a broad schedule to ensure that all 
issues were discussed. Interviews were recorded, with the interviewees’ 
permission.

Table 1.  Demographics of participants.

ID

Personality Test 
Score IPIP 

(Goldberg, 1992) Gender Living arrangement Job title

Participant1 (E = 30) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant2 (I = 11) Female With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant3 (E = 38) Male With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant4 (E = 36) Male With Family Lecturer
Participant5 (E = 37) Male With Family Lecturer
Participant6 (C = 35) Female With Family Lecturer/Research
Participant7 (E = 38) Male With Family Professor
Participant8 (I = 15) Female With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant9 (I = 15) Female Lives alone Professor
Participant10 (N = 34) Male With Family Senior-Lecturer
Participant11 (E = 38) Male With Family Senior-Lecturer
Participant12 (C = 33) Male Didn’t want to share Lecturer
Participant13 (E = 33) Male With Family Lecturer/Research
Participant14 (N = 34) Male Didn’t want to share Lecturer
Participant15 (C = 34) Male With Family Lecturer/Research
Participant16 (E = 36) Female With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant17 (E = 38) Male With family Senior-Lecturer
Participant18 (I = 11) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant19 (E = 28) Male Lives alone Lecturer
Participant20 (I = 10) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant21 (E = 35) Female With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant22 (E = 33) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant23 (E = 30) Male With Family Lecturer
Participant24 (E = 31) Female Lives alone Lecturer
Participant25 (E = 37) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant26 (C = 33) Male With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant27 (I = 14) Male With Family Lecturer
Participant28 (E = 34) Male With Family Senior-Lecturer
Participant29 (N = 36) Male With Family Lecturer
Participant30 (N = 31) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant31 (E = 35) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant32 (E = 30) Male Lives alone Lecturer
Participant33 (C = 37) Female With Family Senior Lecturer
Participant34 (N = 38) Female Lives alone Lecturer
Participant35 (I = 9) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant36 (I = 11) Female Lives alone Lecturer
Participant37 (N = 31) Female With Family Principal-Lecturer
Participant38 (C = 37) Male Lives alone Lecturer
Participant39 (C = 34) Female With Family Lecturer
Participant40 (I = 7) Male With Family Senior-Lecturer
Participant41 (C = 31) Female With Family Senior-Lecturer

Keys: Personality score, E = Extrovert, I = Introvert, C = Conscientiousness, N = Neuroticism.
With family refers to those living with their partners and children.
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Data (qualitative) analysis step 1

Following a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), the 
first step of the data analysis consisted of the authors transcribing the 
recorded video and audio interviews and familiarizing themselves with 
the interview data. As Strauss and Corbin (1990) noted, grounded theory 
can be used to uncover new insights where research has largely been 
silent. The authors followed the two-step coding system (Kreiner et  al., 
2009) by first deriving codes from the interviews before agreeing on 
them in analyzing the interviews. Each paragraph, sentence, phrase, and 
word is considered a viable unit of text to be coded. Two authors read 
and independently coded each transcript in the first step. Each coder 
repeatedly read through the entire transcripts, marking up sentences, 
words, and passages consistent with codes in the WFH, boundary- 
management/WLB, and personality literature, as well as creating new 
codes to fit the emerging data.

In the second step, transcripts were analyzed by the first, second, and 
fifth authors in joint coding meetings. At this stage, the independent 
codes developed in stage one by the first and second authors were com-
pared, and the final codes to be used for each transcript were agreed 
upon. Three scenarios often occurred for any given block of text in each 
transcript: (a) no codes were placed on the text, (b) only one coder 
marked a certain code on the text, and (c) both coders marked a certain 
code on the text. The individual who did not code the text with a given 
code would need to reread the passage in situation b, and the passage 
was coded accordingly if the individual agreed. A brief discussion about 
the meaning of the text would normally follow if the individual dis-
agreed. The non-coding author (fifth author) served as the ‘judge’ when-
ever the first and second authors wanted a third set of eyes in order to 
aid the final code assignment. Thus, the judge would read the passage 
and offer an opinion on the appropriate code. The overall percentage of 
agreement between the two coders was 80%, which is above the sug-
gested threshold of 70% (Cohen, 1960). See Table 2, which shows codes 
and qualitative quotes from the transcripts.

A few codes that were found to overlap conceptually were merged, but 
others were subdivided when the authors saw distinctive patterns emerg-
ing whenever they analyzed new transcripts. This coding process ensured 
that multiple perspectives were offered on each transcript, and this helped 
to alleviate bias in the data analysis. No new code emerged after coding 
40 interviews, indicating some evidence for analysis saturation, the point 
where subsequent examination of data does not provide any new infor-
mation (Saunders et  al., 2018; Tudor-Locke & Myers, 2001). With this, 
we evidenced that our data was analysed and interpreted to its full 
potential (Saunders et al., 2018). Codes were limited in scope and focused 
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Table 2. S upplemental quotes of how WfH impacts individual employees and how they cre-
ate and maintain WLB based on personality.
WfH impact on WLB due to individual employee personality

Code Description Sample quotes

Dynamics of WfH for 
academics in UK

Factors responsible for 
stimulating change in 
WfH context for 
academics in UK during 
Covid-19.

‘…with Covid-19 all family members were 
normally at home when I work from home. 
With family members at home, especially 
the young lad, it became a different 
situation altogether. The dynamics changed 
immediately’. (Participant13)

‘I think as social beings, our interaction is very 
important to us, and only when they are 
taken away from us that we realize how 
much they are important. And now I 
understand why putting someone in prison 
is such a harsh sentence. Working from 
home before was a choice, but now it’s not 
a choice. So, it makes it more difficult’. 
(Participant11)

Impact of WfH on individual 
employees’ WLB based on 
personality

How WfH impact employees 
WLB because of their 
personality

Introversion & WfH ‘I have no issue with working remotely. In 
fact, I am enjoying it because I enjoy 
working in isolation in while at the 
University as I am highly introverted’. 
(Participant18)

‘Not really. I am normally alone even in my 
office doing my research, so now it’s the 
same, just different location. I enjoy been 
left alone to do my work – I just need to 
plan my work and life a bit differently’. 
(Participant40)

Neuroticism & WfH ‘I was very worried and that impacted me 
adversely. Students having to cancel 
placements, getting furloughed and sitting 
for very long hours. At some point, I would 
have to stand up during teaching on Zoom 
when I found that I was having lower back 
pains and putting on weight, but I now 
feel better’. (Participant37)

Extroversion & WfH ‘For me personally, I live with my family and 
you cannot take it away. It has been very 
positive because if I live alone, I’ll probably 
be very lonely, which would have an 
emotional effect as I am extroverted. And 
then, which would then transfer to my 
productivity. Having people to chat, eat, 
drink and laugh with helped a lot. 
However, it has adversely impacted my 
work and life balance’. (Participant3)

‘I’m married. I have two other children. Living 
together was not easy. You know it’s never 
easy with children. I always wanted to chat 
with my family and have meal with them 
as working in isolation was very 
demanding for my social being. However, 
this did not go very well with my work’. 
(Participant5)

Conscientiousness & WLB ‘…not much impact for me as I just carry on 
with my work after careful planning of 
family and work. I stop for occasional 
coffee, biscuits and lunch with my son and 
husband as I am very conscientious person’. 
(Participant39)

(Continued)
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clearly on the researchers’ object of analysis to ensure they were not 
redundant or interchangeable (Attride-Stirling, 2001). Out of 50 tran-
scripts analyzed, four personality factors (codes) emerged as key factors 
influencing how WFH impacted boundary management and, thus, the 
WLB of academics. See Table 2 for supplemental quotes. However, to 
avoid the limitations of using a single method in measuring personality 

WfH impact on WLB due to individual employee personality

Code Description Sample quotes

Strategies for boundary 
management based on 
personality.

Employees tactics for 
boundary management 
to maintain WLB while 
WfH due to personality

Introversion & integration ‘I am an introvert and so managing stress 
associated with work from home was not 
difficult. I try to clearly set out my daily 
work tasks and home tasks in the morning 
and I stick with the plan by moving from 
one to the other when necessary and 
depending on the urgency of the task. So, 
it was very easy to manage home and 
work. I don’t want to return to campus’. 
(Participant18)

Neuroticism & do-nothing 
behaviour

‘…you know that I worry a lot. It was very 
difficult to manage my job and family with 
the bad news everywhere, student query 
and pressure from the department for us 
to publish. On top of this, my wife is tied 
down in Singapore and cannot fly back to 
you UK. So, it was difficult to maintain 
good work and life balance. Put together, I 
was very worried and just decided to quit 
– I will seek employment elsewhere when 
we return to normal..’. (Participant34)

Conscientiousness & 
integration

‘It is a win/win situation. I can plan my day. 
Overall, it is being positive, going to 
semester A, I do more planning around my 
family and work and carry out my plan 
diligently in such a way that no one will 
suffer. I try to attend to family issues in 
between work and that is not a problem 
for me at all because of careful planning. 
My partner also knows when and how to 
help because of my meticulous planning. I 
am a very hard working. It was good for 
work life balance’. (Participant26)

Extroversion & Segmentation/
integration

‘Because of childcare, it was difficult to 
manage work and the kids as I cannot 
send my child to day care. I also could not 
stand the fact that I will not interact with 
my hubby knowing that he is around in 
the same flat. I like socialising since I 
couldn’t go out to socialise, I had to 
complement for that with family. This 
meant that I could not engage with work 
sufficiently during the day. I had to mostly 
do a lot of work at night when the child 
and my husband is asleep to maintain a 
balance except, I had to teach or attend 
timetabled meeting’. (Participant17)

Table 2.  Continued.
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in studying WLB, the authors had to administer the personality-test 
questionnaire to all their 50 interviewees so as to validate the qualitative 
codes developed from the transcripts.

Personality-test procedure

Following the emergence of personality as a key determinant of how aca-
demics managed work–life boundaries during WFH, it was necessary to 
corroborate the study’s qualitative findings from the interviewees’ person-
ality assessments in another round of data collection. Moreover, this 
assessment was necessary because personality is a scientifically deter-
mined construct (Rothe, 2017). Consequently, in this second phase of 
data collection, the IPIP personality-test questionnaire by Goldberg et  al. 
(2006) was administered to measure the interviewees’ personality types, 
authenticate their qualitative comments about their personality types, and 
thus check for congruency in their answers (Becker et a., 2012); this was 
done by following a building approach as suggested by Busetto et  al. 
(2020). The building approach enabled the use of themes and concepts 
in the qualitative data in order to identify suitable personality-test ques-
tionnaires. Thus, the IPIP questionnaire was selected because the four 
identified and selected traits inherent in it were theoretically related to 
the ability to separate work and nonwork, consistent with recent research 
(O’Neill et  al., 2009). Other studies have examined these trait factors (see 
Gardner et  al., 2021) in order to understand their role in boundary work. 
No previous study on personality and WLB had combined all four trait 
factors in a single study (Adams, 2022).

Questionnaires were emailed to the 50 interviewees, and completed 
questionnaires were returned by email. Personality type was measured 
with a 19-item scale targeting four of the Big Five personality factors on 
the questionnaire. All 50 questionnaires were completed and returned, 
amounting to a 100% response rate. As a result, this paper contributes 
to the literature methodologically by collecting qualitative data and 
personality-test results from the same set of informants, which only rel-
atively few studies have done in the past.

Data analysis step 2

Drawing on Busetto et al. (2020), data integration (using a merging approach) 
was carried out after receiving the personality test scores, to enable a joint 
display of interview and questionnaire data. According to Busetto et  al. 
(2020), separate reporting of mixed-methods data in the same paper does 
not allow readers to gain a full understanding. On receiving the personality 
test scores, each interviewee’s personality-test score was matched against 
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their transcript to see whether their personality score supported or refuted 
the personality claims derived from their interview transcript. The test scores 
of 41 out of 50 interviewees supported the personality claims derived from 
their interview transcripts and this rate was high enough to affirm the role 
of personality factors in how WFH impacts the WLB of academics and their 
response in terms of creating and managing boundaries. According to 
McDonald (2008), some interviewees may not be fully conscious of all the 
dimensions of their personality traits during an interview and thus not able 
to correctly determine their personality. To further enhance the trustworthi-
ness of our data, 9 of the participant’s test scores, which did not match their 
comments, were not included. As the authors had determined that data sat-
uration was attained at 40 interviews, the sample of 41 used was adequate. 
The first and second authors contacted the interviewees again to confirm the 
accuracy of the transcripts. At this stage, the data were anonymized for anal-
ysis. See Table 2 for qualitative quotes from the transcripts.

Once the personality codes had been confirmed, the codes were cate-
gorized into themes after a critical review of code text segments for com-
monalities and differences with sensitivity to WFH, personality, and 
boundary management and WLB. Themes generated from this process 
include WFH, dynamics of WFH, and effects of WFH on extroverts, 
introverts, conscientiousness and neuroticism, personality, and boundary 
management. These were later merged into themes that were both nar-
row enough to be discrete and broad enough to encapsulate recurrent 
issues in the data after refining the specifics of each theme and the over-
all story that the analysis told. Notable themes emerged from this recat-
egorization process, such as the dynamics of WFH, its effects on 
employees, and boundary management. Analysis at the end of each step 
was supplemented by an iterative examination (Ogbonna & Harris, 2004). 
Finally, deductions from the summary of a network of themes and rele-
vant theories were brought together to interpret key themes in the light 
of the study’s research objective and the underpinning theory.

Data analysis step 3

It is also pertinent to understand the reliability and factorial validity of 
the personality-test scale used. The reliability and factorial validity of the 
personality-test scale used in this study was determined with the aid of 
SPSS software. The results provided evidence of items loading on each 
construct in the personality scale. Nineteen items were adapted from the 
scale to measure 4 constructs: extroversion (5 items with a Cronbach α 
of 0.98), introversion (6 items with a Cronbach α of 0.96), neuroticism 
(2 items with a Cronbach α of 0.94), and consciousness (6 items with a 
Cronbach α of 0.98). All items were retained, as the alpha coefficient 
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reported reduced scores if items were deleted (Olckers & Zyl, 2016). A 
principal component analysis was also conducted to determine the reli-
ability of the personal scale used. The results showed that the four vari-
ables are distinct constructs with an eigenvalue providing evidence of the 
items loading on 4 components cumulatively explaining 82.6% of the 
variance in personality. Although the Cronbach α reported was within 
the acceptable range and the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) pro-
vided evidence to show that the personality scale had 4 distinct variables 
measuring different personality types, the results should be taken with 
caution given the low sample size. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of 
sample adequacy was < 0.6, suggesting sample inadequacy. However, 
Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant with p < 0.001.

The average variance extracted (AVE) was used to determine the 
validity of the constructs on the personality scale (Hair et  al., 2012). AVE 
results > 0.50 are considered acceptable (Fornell & Larcker, 1981). AVE 
values reported in this study ranged from 0.52 to 0.88, thus confirming 
that the constructs used to measure the different personality traits were 
valid; see Table 3. The reliability and validity scores of the IPIP scale are 
consistent with extant studies (Austin et  al., 2008). The scale was evalu-
ated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Disagree) to 5 (Agree). 
Scores calculated by interviewees were between 0 and 40 for each per-
sonality dimension. The dimension with the highest figure reflects an 
interviewee’s personality type but a lower score for extroversion would 
suggest that the interviewee is an introvert, and the cutoff point where 
one is considered an extrovert is 25 and above. High personality scores 
for neuroticism and conscientiousness imply that informants are neurotic 
and conscientious, respectively (Table 3).

Findings

Dynamics of WFH
Due to the lockdown, enforced WFH during Covid-19 differed signifi-
cantly from previous pre-Covid-19 remote-working scenarios. Academics 
were suddenly forced to WFH because of government regulation without 
having a contingency plan in place, and this sudden, mandatory WFH 
was challenging for most of them. An interviewee noted:

Table 3. C onstruct reliability and validity.

Variables Cronbach’s Alpha

Cronbach’s Alpha 
Based on 

Standardized Items
Average Variance 
Extracted (AVE) N of Items

Extroversion 0.982 0.982 0.88 5
Introvert 0.966 0.967 0.84 6
Neuroticism 0.941 0.941 0.85 2
Consciousness 0.980 0.980 0.88 6
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Government lockdown regulation came initially as a relief as I embraced the idea 
of working from home initially with pleasure. However, it wasn’t long before I 
realized that it wasn’t going to be easy without a contingency plan in place as 
most of us were not prepared to work from home. (Participant 1)

Voluntary and planned WFH before Covid-19 allowed employees 
working from home to plan their work and their life and acquire the 
skills and facilities needed to work well before working from home, 
which led to less boundary blurring. Conversely, efforts to ensure that 
learning materials were quickly and successfully converted into an online 
teaching format, and that a high standard be maintained alongside non-
work tasks without a contingency plan/preparation led to a severe blur-
ring of boundaries between work and life, which created significant 
boundary-management issues for academics working from home during 
Covid-19. Another interviewee commented:

It was tough initially as I had to quickly convert my teaching materials to online. With 
two kids, it was tough as they were home and not in childcare. (Participant 13)

Having to carry out nonwork tasks (including those associated with 
their family roles in some cases) alongside intensified academic work 
during the period of WFH—without having had any preparation—essen-
tially led to distractions, worry, and boundary-management and WLB 
issues for all academics who worked from home during the Covid-19 
lockdown. However, academics were impacted differently due to their 
personality characteristics and family circumstances.

WFH dynamics and the effects on different employees

Extroverted and outgoing academics and their neurotic colleagues faced 
more difficulties handling blurred boundaries associated with WFH 
during the Covid-19 pandemic when compared to their introverted and 
conscientious colleagues. Due to their outgoing disposition, driven by a 
high plasticity trait, it was slightly more difficult for extroverted/sociable 
academics to WFH in isolation with family members at home. According 
to one of the interviewees:

Work from home had a negative impact on me as a slightly extroverted person. I 
mean, there are some days when waking up and being in the same place without 
having a possibility to leave and change the scene and speak to people did affect 
me … (Participant 3)

Another interviewee explained that:

… I am the type who likes to see my colleagues and talk, but all that is no longer 
possible. At the beginning, I was very stressed due to [the] fact that I had two 
kids to entertain at home while working. (Participant 11)



The International Journal of Human Resource Management 23

This view indicated that mandatory WFH severely blurred work–life 
boundaries while denying extroverted academics the opportunity to 
socialize externally, although they were able to socialize internally with 
family members (for those with family) while working from home. 
Similarly, those without family had family/friends elsewhere to manage 
through technology-aided social media while dealing with work and 
other nonwork issues. Switching between work and nonwork (including 
family) domains became challenging, although this was the case for all 
the academics interviewed. Due to the proximity to family life facilitated 
by mandatory WFH, extroverted academics at intervals withdrew slightly 
from work-domain activities that were flexible (such as marking and 
nonessential meetings) to socialize with their family/friends, as they had 
a low level of emotional stability with which to minimize social interrup-
tions. This view was expressed in the following quote:

I was always leaving my workspace to interact with my wife and kids whenever 
possible due to my highly extroverted nature. I work better when interacting with 
colleagues, but since this [is] not possible with the current work from home, I 
have to make up for this by constantly chatting to my wife and kids where pos-
sible. (Participant5)

It emerged that academics who worried a lot (neuroticism) were 
impacted even more adversely by mandatory WFH, carried out in isola-
tion but in closer proximity to family, during a crisis. Another inter-
viewee observed that:

I worry a lot, and the pandemic came with a lot of fear and anxiety. As a result, I 
was always worried, and this got worse with all the challenges associated with trans-
ferring my module online coupled with dealing with family demands. (Participant 37)

Another neurotic academic added that:

I was always worried due to the increasing number of deaths when you turn on your 
television. On top of this, there was so much to do in terms of marking, responding 
to students’ queries via several emails, and teaching. I started withdrawing from my 
job, when possible, just to reflect on whether the world is coming to an end. While 
worrying about everything, the several calls from my line manager did not help. 
Hence, I decided to quit my job[,] to return when things are normal. (Participant 10)

These views suggest that academics who are high in neuroticism may 
become less efficient at handling blurred boundaries between work and 
life while working from home during a crisis, especially when family 
members are around, which could make them focus less on either the 
work domain, e.g. teaching, meetings, and research (Gardner et al., 2021), 
or family domain, as they are too worried to refuse interruptions and 
draw boundaries (Gardner et  al., 2021). Conversely, introverted academ-
ics, who were already used to working in isolation with colleagues around 
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because of their high emotional stability, which helped them to minimize 
social interruptions (Taylor, 2020), were not bothered by working in iso-
lation and in proximity with family members as well as doing other non-
work activities as such. This view is captured in the quotes below:

I am probably different from a lot of people because the challenges associated with 
work-from-home in isolation haven’t had any effect on me…. You know, I am 
someone that likes to be on my own as I am a bit introverted. (Participant 18)

… I like working on my own and, as a creative person, my creativity thrives when 
I am isolated from others. (Participant 27)

Due to the high level of emotional stability that enables introverts to 
work in isolation with minimal contact with others, introverted academ-
ics were not highly impacted (adversely) by the complexities of WFH. 
Due to their high emotional stability level, it was easy for them to shuttle 
between nonwork (including family, cooking, and exercising) domains 
and work domains, such as teaching, online meetings, and marking, as 
they are already used to working alone, even with family members around.

For conscientious academics, the deciding factor was not whether or not 
they could work in isolation. For them, being able to successfully work 
from home was all about personal characteristics such as emotional stabil-
ity, responsible self-discipline, and perseverance. A senior lecturer stated:

I am very conscientious; hence, although the complexity of work together with the 
demands of [my] family [are] making work[ing] from home challenging, I can’t 
say it has any adverse effect on me due to my self-discipline and hard work. 
(Participant 33)

Through self-discipline, conscientious academics could shuttle between 
work and life domains very effectively while working from home in iso-
lation during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Boundary management

It emerged that the extroverted, introverted, and conscientious academics 
interviewed made huge efforts to achieve WLB through various 
boundary-management styles while working from home. Due to their 
high plasticity and, thus, their ability to adapt to many situations, nearly 
all of the 18 extroverted academics investigated made a significant effort 
to balance work and life domains through a volleying boundary- 
management style. To achieve WLB, while WFH, during the day extro-
verted academics withdraw (segmentation) from their work, e.g. 
non-timetabled tasks such as responding to emails, research, and mark-
ing, where possible, to engage with family members. In this way, extro-
verts elevate the importance of their family identity as a result of their 
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failure to minimize social interruptions from family due to low emo-
tional stability and the flexible nature of the job. One of the extroverted 
academics interviewed noted that:

In order to effectively balance work– and life, I had to do most of my work at 
night. I only had to teach and respond to urgent emails or attend meetings during 
the day. Every other job responsibility would have to wait for my family to go to 
bed. (Participant 16)

This quote also illustrates that extroverts deployed an integration 
boundary-management style due to their high plasticity. When timetabled 
activities such as teaching and responding to urgent emails could not be 
postponed to late at night, they combined teaching and nonwork needs 
(including family time) during the day; however, this was very stressful for 
the extroverted academics. From an organizational perspective, withdrawing 
from non-scheduled work during the day to focus more on family demands 
may not create a good WLB, as the boundary-management strategy of put-
ting one’s family ahead of work violates the organization’s norms (Thompson 
et  al., 2021). However, extroverted academics maintained good WLB this 
way, and found it more difficult to do so when they employed integration 
as their boundary-management style. It emerged that extroverts without 
family members around adopted a similar boundary-management style (vol-
leying) as they sometimes combined (integration) work, such as timetabled 
teaching, and nonwork such as social chat with family and friends through 
FaceTime and MS Teams where possible. Additionally, they moved 
non-timetabled work to a later period (segmentation). Another extroverted 
academic commented:

I do not enjoy working in isolation as an extroverted person. So, I try to do 
FaceTime with friends and family members when my job allows me but engage 
with aspects of the job that can be done later in the evenings to maintain a bal-
ance between work and life. (Participant 28)

Conscientious and introverted academics coped better as a result of 
their better planning, time management, and ability to multitask, enabled 
by their high- emotional stability trait, which is also useful for minimiz-
ing social disruptions while working from home with family members 
around. According to an introverted lecturer:

It is easy for me to wake up in the morning and prepare all that the family will 
need during the day in terms of food. At intervals, I would check on the kids to 
see how their homeschooling is going and to know when they need food. I can 
always withdraw back to my workspace without issues as planned due to my 
nature to ensure there is a balance. (Participant 20)

As this quote illustrates, through effective planning enabled by their 
high- emotional stability traits, all nine of the introverted academics 
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investigated integrated work and nonwork domains by carefully executing 
an effective work–life plan, using effective communication to maintain 
good WLB. After planning, they clearly communicated their plan to fam-
ily members and could show up at work at regular intervals due to their 
high emotional stability, which enabled them to minimize social disrup-
tions caused by checking whether the children had eaten and how they 
were going about homeschooling; this demonstrated that these academics 
had a dual central identity. It was possible for them to integrate work 
and life this way due to the presence of another adult in the house to 
supervise very small children. In contrast, introverts living alone had no 
issues with working this way to create a balance. However, unsurpris-
ingly, introverts living with only children (without any other adult in the 
house) also had to integrate their work and life domains to achieve WLB 
through careful planning and execution of work (timetabled teaching) 
and tasks in the nonwork domain (looking after young children, for 
example). An introverted academic noted:

I plan my day carefully and work hard to make it work. Sometimes I teach with 
my little girl by my side while teaching and when attending meetings. I also rush 
back to do some house chores after teaching and then back, but I do not really 
enjoy this practice. (Participants 35)

This quote suggests that introverted academics with small children 
were not able to achieve good WLB through integration. For conscien-
tious academics, it was done through careful planning and careful exe-
cution of that plan. According to a principal lecturer:

I am a very conscientious person. I plan each day carefully with my wife to work 
out who is going to focus on the children at what point while the other person 
is working. However, I would quickly respond to any family issue that [came] up 
while doing my work. (Participant 26)

With lots of planning and hard work, due to their high-emotional sta-
bility traits, the eight conscientious academics investigated in this study 
integrated the work and life domains during boundary management 
through effective communication with their partners to maintain WLB. 
Like many introverted academics, conscientious academics easily inte-
grate the work and life domains when living alone and sharing apart-
ments with others. One of the conscientious academics living alone noted:

I work very hard. Each day I try to wake up early to plan the day and then shut-
tle between work and other house chores and exercise at intervals to get the job 
done, but I tend to focus more on my work. (Participant 38)

With this level of balance, introverted,and conscientious academics 
were integrators who blended work and family life through effective 
communication to maintain WLB. Academics who constantly worried 
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about the pandemic had challenges with coping; one hourly-paid lecturer 
(a neurotic academic) stated:

… the lockdown drove me down. There is pain in my chest as I started smoking. 
My mental well-being has been affected; it will degenerate more if we stay at 
home more. (Participant34)

Another neurotic colleague added:

My performance has dropped, that I know for sure. I am just not as productive as I 
used to be due to excessive worry. Moreover, I just don’t see the distinction between 
home and work anymore. I feel like, you know, there is very little incentive to work 
hard, and there were times when I just didn’t have the motivation. I am planning to 
quit like two of my other colleagues … who recently resigned. (Participant 30)

An informant alluded to this position in an interview as follows:

The issue is even worse for colleagues who were anxious and worried. I will give 
you a practical example. I told you that we are filling three positions in my 
department because three colleagues resigned their position. Two of those three 
colleagues resigned their position due to [the] Covid-19 pandemic and the increas-
ing pressure associated with working from home while also trying to manage the 
family. (Participant 41)

It emerged that all neurotic academics (whether they had a family at 
home or not) did almost nothing boundary management, which may make 
WFH a nightmare for them. Sadly, four out of the six neurotic academics 
interviewed had to resign from their jobs due to excessive worry and the 
pressure they felt they were under to get their tasks completed. One of 
them relocated to his country to be with his family. This quote suggests 
that these sets of academics would either quit their jobs or do very little 
to enhance their work–life balance if no/or very little support were pro-
vided. With this, we add another boundary-management style (quitters) to 
the already existing three: segmenters, integrators, and volleyers.

Discussion

The study’s primary aim was to gain a more comprehensive understand-
ing of how WFH impacts different academics consistent with their per-
sonality, and how different academics manage their work–life boundary 
to maintain WLB when working from home during a crisis. We found 
that a major challenge created by mandatory WFH for academics is 
managing severely blurred work–life boundaries while working with fam-
ily members around and trying to engage in intensive work. Our data 
uncovered that WFH created the opportunity to have more family time. 
However, it also severely blurred the work–life boundary, with increased 
work for academics to do within a short period. We uncovered that, 



28 O. R. OSEGHALE ET AL.

while work–life boundary challenges in the study context impacted aca-
demics differently based on their personalities, the boundary-management 
styles they used to achieve WLB also depended on their personality.

We found that due to their high-emotional stability traits—relevant to 
planning and carefully executing that plan and the ability to minimize 
social interruptions from family (Kroumova et  al., 2021)—introverts and 
conscientious academics had greater perceived boundary control, more 
frequent cross-role interruptions, and dual-identity centrality while work-
ing from home. Conversely, extroverted (due to their high plasticity trait) 
and neurotic (due to excessive emotional reaction) academics working 
from home during the pandemic had fewer cross-role interruptions and 
lesser perceived control. However, while extroverted academics possessed 
family identity centrality due to their lack of the emotional stability 
required to minimize social interruptions from family (Kroumova et  al., 
2021), neurotic academics did not relate to the centrality of either role 
(Gardner et  al., 2021) due to excessive worries about Covid-19-associated 
deaths and work intensification. With this finding, we extend boundary 
theory by highlighting how personality characteristics such as conscien-
tiousness and introversion lean toward boundary-management character-
istics (Kossek et al., 2012), such as dual role centrality while WFH during 
the Covid-19 crisis. This finding contrasts with the extant literature by 
Gardner et  al. (2021) and Baer et  al. (2016), who found that conscien-
tiousness and introversion lean, respectively, toward work identity cen-
trality, due to the conscientious individual’s highly driven quest for job 
performance, and family identity centrality, due to the introvert’s resource 
depletion. During the Covid-19 pandemic, we uncovered that introverted 
and conscientious academics leaned toward dual-identity centrality due 
to their high-emotional stability traits, relevant to minimizing the social 
interruptions associated with working with family members at home and 
accommodating the challenges associated with work intensification.

Beyond the way mandatory WFH impacts different personalities, we 
also investigated personality’s role in boundary management. Building on 
extant work by Gardner et  al. (2021) and Baer et  al. (2016), who suggest 
that conscientious and introverted workers prefer segmentation as their 
boundary-management style, we found that conscientious and introverted 
academics (including those with small children and adults living with 
them) in their boundary-management efforts favor integration to main-
tain WLB due to their high level of the emotional stability trait respon-
sible for navigating work and nonwork domains, which they managed 
through effective communication with family members while WFH 
during the Covid-19 lockdown. Similarly, due to their high emotional 
-stability trait, it emerged that conscientious and introverted academics 
with children to care for, without adults to support them, as well as 
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those living alone, also had to use integration as their boundary- 
management style by sometimes having to shuttle between timetabled 
teaching (with their young children by their side) and homeschooling, 
for example. Introverted academics (with children), however, could not 
maintain a good work–life balance in this way.

Our study confirms the argument that conscientiousness is associated 
with a positive WLB during mandatory WFH (Gardner et  al., 2021), but 
added another dimension to the positive relationship between introver-
sion and positive WLB. Academics high in conscientiousness and intro-
version used better planning, multitasking, and time management 
techniques to achieve WLB, suggesting a link between both these per-
sonality types and integration. For conscientious employees, this is due 
to their traits of self-management, perseverance, careful planning, and 
execution (Gardner et  al., 2021). This view differs from the perspective 
of Venkatesh et  al. (2021), who found that conscientiousness was posi-
tively associated with job strain due to the increasing work pressure 
associated with working during the Covid-19 period. In contrast, for 
introverted academics, it is due to their preference for working in isola-
tion, with family members around.

We also found that extroverted academics used volleying as their 
boundary-management style, which links extroversion to volleying. It 
emerged that with non-timetabled job tasks, all the extroverted academics 
interviewed segmented their work–life boundary in favor of family (for 
those with family members and friends) due to their low emotional stabil-
ity traits and limited capability to minimize social interruptions. In con-
trast, with timetabled job tasks they integrated the work and life domains 
in favor of family, particularly those with young children, by shuttling 
between work and nonwork domains, like conscientious and introverted 
academics. Segmentation emerged as the preferred boundary-management 
style for extroverted academics in view of maintaining a good WLB, but 
academics tended to face work–life conflict while using integration as a 
boundary-management style due to job inflexibility. With these findings, 
this paper contributes significantly to boundary theory as it: (a) links vol-
leying as a boundary management style with the behavior of extroverts 
when WFH during a crisis, (b) highlights which personality type puts fam-
ily first as a boundary-management style and why this is the case, in 
response to calls from Thompson et  al. (2021), and (c) demonstrates how 
extroverts move between segmentation and integration during boundary 
management, by means of a cross-sectional study.

Additionally, the study uncovered that neurotic academics did not 
seem to make much effort to manage boundaries between work and 
nonwork domains due to the excessive worry associated with work inten-
sification, little incentive to work hard, and worries about the deaths 
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associated with Covid-19. Rather, many of those investigated chose to 
resign from their jobs. Specifically, the data show that around three aca-
demics had to quit their job. Thus, neuroticism is associated with work–
life balance challenges when WFH during a crisis, due to emotional 
instability and worry (Gardner et  al., 2021). We refer to this boundary 
management style as the quitter, and by so doing, we extend the number 
of existing boundary-management styles from three to four, the originals 
being segmentation, integration, and volleying (Ashforth et  al., 2000; 
Kossek et  al., 2012; Kreiner et  al., 2009). This last group of academics 
may not do anything substantial to satisfactorily manage their work–life 
boundaries to maintain WLB while WFH during a crisis.

Interestingly, this study’s findings also challenge the argument that intro-
verts withdraw from the work domain when confronted with work–life 
balance issues to focus on the family domain due to resource depletion, 
while extroverts manage their work–life boundaries better due to resource 
conservation and their ability to adapt to changing situations (Baer et  al., 
2016). Notably, the two studies’ different contexts are a major possible rea-
son for this reversal in the findings. This study was undertaken during a 
national lockdown and in a mandatory WFH environment, where work 
was carried out at home, with family members around—the context of 
Baer et  al.’s. (2016) study was very different. According to Taylor (2020), 
extroverts are highly sociable and function best around colleagues. During 
the mandatory WFH period, this was not possible. Conversely, introverted 
and conscientious academics experienced fewer difficulties due to their 
personality and natural abilities. While the Covid-19 lockdown work envi-
ronment was not suitable for extroverted and neurotic academics, intro-
verted and conscientious academics thrived in such a work environment.

Finally, in collecting qualitative data and personality results from the 
same set of interviewees, the current study contributes to the literature 
from a methodological point of view, as few or no previous studies have 
taken this approach.

Overall, these findings suggest that while conscientiousness is related 
to how academics manage work and nonwork roles, introversion is 
equally important. This finding is interesting and novel as it builds on 
the current literature on boundary management and work–life balance. 
The identified relationship between personality and boundary manage-
ment has some theoretical implications. Other than personality, individ-
ual factors such as work knowledge, experience, and motivation may be 
connected to boundary-management behaviors (Gardner et  al., 2021). 
This study’s ability to link personality to boundary management is note-
worthy, and is its most important contribution. Its unique contribution 
lies in linking different personalities to particular boundary-management 
styles, as identified by Ashforth et  al. (2000) and Kossek et  al. (2012). 
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Considering the associations between personality types and boundary- 
management styles may be helpful for workplace boundary management 
and WLB intervention design.

Implications of the study

This study has implications for higher education institutions. Universities 
intending to design policies to help academics manage their WLB through 
boundary management while working from home will need to under-
stand their personalities and preferences. A standard boundary-management 
policy to enhance WLB for all academics may not work due to the indi-
vidual differences consistent with their personalities or other personal 
attributes (Rothbard et  al., 2021). Hence, there is a need to personalize 
boundary-management initiatives that are geared toward WLB during a 
crisis and in the new normal, so that they are consistent with personality 
characteristics and family circumstances.

During hybrid work, interventions seeking to help academics gain 
control in terms of boundary management should emphasize elements of 
conscientiousness and introversion. Introverted (even though they may 
need some stimulation to keep talking) and conscientious academics 
were more resilient and could work better while WFH during a crisis. 
Overall, universities seeking to hire academics to WFH during uncertain 
times and in the new normal should target academics with all types of 
personalities (as extroverts can communicate with others from a dis-
tance) but should emphasize training to provide characteristics associated 
with introversion and conscientiousness. This will help academics work-
ing from home avoid segmentation in favor of family or in favor of 
work, but instead focus on dual centrality to maintain a good WLB.

However, WFH in the new normal may look very different from WFH 
during the pandemic. Since then, academics may have had the opportu-
nity to move home or build a dedicated office space; they might now 
have childcare provisions and access to services that provide other forms 
of interaction, e.g. gym access, that were not available during the pan-
demic. Thus, these factors should be considered in applying our recom-
mendations above during the ‘new normal’.

Limitations

Given that the association between personality and boundary management 
is based on the responses of 41 interviewees with measurement of inter-
viewees’ personality scores, future studies should conduct large-scale sur-
veys and test the direct and moderating effects of personality on boundary 
management for maintaining WLB as well as the direct association between 
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personality and boundary-management styles. This will test the strength of 
the current findings and help strengthen our understanding of how man-
datory WFH impacts different personalities, the role of personality in 
boundary management, and the association between personality and 
boundary-management styles in enhancing WLB. Additionally, this study 
is focused on the UK higher education sector. Academics are accustomed 
to having more autonomy in their work than in other occupations. Future 
studies could be conducted in different regional sectors and countries to 
assess the generalizability of the current findings. Finally, career level, com-
munication tools, manager/peer support, and academic experience may 
also influence boundary-management behaviors. Future studies should 
examine how they interact with personality to determine the choice of 
boundary-management strategy.

Conclusion

We aimed to explore and understand the relationship between mandatory 
WFH and the boundary-management styles of academics when they are 
WFH and attempting to maintain WLB, using a qualitative approach. Our 
study found that academics differ in how they are impacted by mandatory 
WFH and how they manage work–life boundaries, due to their personality 
characteristics. Notably, academics high in extroversion and/or neuroticism 
may struggle with using boundary management to maintain WLB during 
crisis, contrary to the findings in the extant literature. Building on bound-
ary theory, this study uncovered that due to their personality makeup, aca-
demics who were high in conscientiousness and introversion managed 
work–life boundaries better and may be better off working from home 
during uncertain times. However, since all types of personalities are 
required in the workplace, the high emotional stability associated with 
conscientious and introverted academics should be emphasized during 
training for academics working in a hybrid work environment. 
Understanding these differences in how WFH impacts personality and 
how personality informs boundary-management styles will inform hiring 
decisions and work–life management policies in higher education institu-
tions in the context of the ‘new normal’, whereby academics will be 
expected to undertake some form of hybrid working involving working 
from home, or during the next crisis when academics are WFH.
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