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Abstract

We examine professionals’ use of telecommuting, perceptions of psychological job control,
and boundary management strategies. We contend that work—family research should distin-
guish between descriptions of flexibility use (formal telecommuting policy user, amount of tele-
commuting practiced) and how the individual psychologically experiences flexibility (perceived
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control over where, when, and how one works, boundary management strategies regarding
separation between work and family roles). Survey and interview data were collected from 245
professionals in two Fortune 500 firms with telework policies. Employees who perceived
greater psychological job control had significantly lower turnover intentions, family—work
conflict, and depression. Boundary management strategies higher on integration were posi-
tively related to family—work conflict. Although we found a main effect for formal policy use
and higher depression, an interaction existed where women users with children had lower
depression. Formal use positively related to supervisor performance ratings. Future research
should distinguish between descriptive use and psychological experiences of flexibility.
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1. Introduction

The US Census Bureau (2002) reports that 15% of employed persons work from
home at least once a week—a growing figure. Telecommuting is defined as work con-
ducted from home that is often supported by telecommunications technology (tele-
phone, Internet access, or computer) (Nilles, 1998). Despite rising interest in adopting
telecommuting, greater understanding is needed on variation in the extent and effects
of different types of use; such as formal policy and compared to practice, and psycho-
logical experiences with flexibility such as control over job flexibility and boundary
management. We examine professionals’ use of telecommuting, perceptions of job
flexibility control, beliefs about the self-management of work and family boundaries,
and linkages to work—family effectiveness. We argue research should distinguish
between descriptions of flexibility use (formal telecommuting policy user, amount of
telecommuting practiced) and the individuals’ psychological experiences with flexibil-
ity (psychological job control over where, when, and how one works, beliefs that one
can choose to separate work—family boundaries). Formal permission to use a flexibil-
ity policy (telecommuting) should not be confounded with the practice of working
from home, or with psychological beliefs about job control or work—family bound-
aries. These are all different issues that studies should separately assess.

Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) demand-control-support (DCS) model of individ-
ual stress provides a useful framework for organizing our hypotheses’ antecedents.
Demands, defined as one’s amount of workload and responsibilities, positively pre-
dict work distress. Control, the autonomy one has to make decisions about the order
and way in which one’s work is done, positively predicts well-being. Support, the type
and amount of assistance received from one’s employer, positively correlates with
well-being and productivity. Applying this framework to our study, work—family
well-being and effectiveness (performance, work—family conflict, family—work con-
flict, turnover, and depression) are a function of (1) job demands (work hours); (2)
control (psychological job control, beliefs about the separation of work—family
boundaries); and (3) employer supports for family (use of formal flexibility (telecom-
muting), use of other work—family policies, the amount of flexibility practiced). We
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