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Abstract

Purpose: The widespread adoption of remote work seen during the coro­
navirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic raises attention to the 
dynamics of employees’ work-nonwork boundaries. This study investi­
gates the influence of the leader-member exchange (LMX) relationships 
on leaders’ perceptions of employees’ work-nonwork boundary dynamics 
in the remote work context. 
Originality/value: This study integrates leadership, work-nonwork 
boundaries, and remote work literature at work. The contributions are 
threefold: 1. strengthen LMX theory as a framework for understanding 
leaders’ perceptions regarding employees’ work-nonwork boundaries; 
2. explore the linkage between LMX and work-nonwork literature adopting 
the leaders’ standpoint; 3. contribute to the promoting discussion over 
remote work. 
Design/methodology/approach: An experimental study, with a between-
subjects design, in which 217 Brazilian professionals were randomly 
assigned to one of the two vignette experiments in the study: high LMX 
versus low LMX.
Findings: The results reveal a direct effect of LMX on leaders’ expecta­
tions of employees’ boundary control. Furthermore, the results indicate 
the mediating role of boundary control in the association between LMX 
and leaders’ expectations regarding interruptions of employees’ work in 
the nonwork domain. Overall, our findings suggest that, in a remote 
work context, the quality of the LMX relationship does play a role in 
leaders’ perceptions of employees’ work-nonwork boundaries dynamics. 

	 Keywords: leadership, LMX, work-nonwork boundaries, remote 
work, boundary control
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Resumo

Objetivo: A adoção massiva do trabalho remoto vista durante o período 
da pandemia da doença por coronavírus 2019 (COVID-19) acentua a 
relevância de investigar as dinâmicas de limites trabalho-não trabalho 
dos profissionais. Este estudo investiga a influência da relação de troca 
líder-liderado (leader-member exchange [LMX]) nas percepções dos líde- 
res em relação às dinâmicas estabelecidas pelos funcionários nos limites 
entre trabalho e família, no contexto do trabalho remoto. 
Originalidade/valor: Este estudo integra as literaturas de liderança, limites 
trabalho-não trabalho e trabalho remoto. As contribuições são divididas 
em três partes: 1. enfatizar a teoria LMX como um modelo para enten­
der as percepções dos líderes em relação aos limites trabalho-não traba­
lho dos funcionários; 2. explorar a conexão entre LMX e a literatura de 
limites trabalho-não trabalho sob o ponto de vista do líder; 3. contribuir 
para a crescente discussão sobre trabalho remoto. 
Design/metodologia/abordagem: Foi realizado um estudo experimental 
com a participação de 217 profissionais brasileiros, randomicamente 
direcionados para uma das vinhetas do experimento: alta LMX versus 
baixa LMX.
Resultados: Os resultados revelam o efeito direto da LMX nas expecta­
tivas dos líderes do controle dos limites trabalho-não trabalho por parte 
dos funcionários. Os resultados também indicam o papel de mediação 
desse controle dos limites na associação entre LMX e as expectativas 
dos líderes em interrupções do trabalho na esfera familiar dos funcioná­
rios. Em linhas gerais, os achados sugerem que, no contexto de trabalho 
remoto, as relações de LMX interferem nas percepções dos líderes sobre 
as dinâmicas dos limites trabalho-não trabalho dos funcionários. 

	 Palavras-chave: liderança, LMX, limites trabalho-não trabalho,  
trabalho remoto, controle dos limites



4

Who sets the boundaries in remote work? Investigating the influence of LMX relationships on work-nonwork dynamics 

ISSN 1678-6971 • RAM. Rev. Adm. Mackenzie, São Paulo, 26(3), eRAMG250024, 2025
https://doi.org/10.1590/1678-6971/eRAMG250024 

INTRODUCTION

Among the many changes generated by the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic on the labor world, the massive adoption of remote 
work was undeniably one of the biggest (Wang et al., 2021). While it was a 
mandatory work arrangement for many employees during the crisis period, 
remote work1 models turned into the norm for many workers in the current 
post-pandemic context (Eurofound, 2022). Indeed, and not surprisingly, 
given the potential flexibility that it offers, “working from home in pajamas 
has become commonplace, and meeting virtually is increasingly main­
stream” (Vyasm, 2022, p. 157). 

The potential flexibility tied to remote work is directly related to the notion 
of boundary control. Indeed, extant research into flexible work arrangements 
and work-nonwork literature theorizes that remote work affords employees 
greater perceptions of control over work-nonwork boundaries (Kossek & 
Lautsch, 2012; Kossek et al., 2022). By having control over when, where, 
and how work is done, employees can manage the frequency and direction 
of work-nonwork boundary crossings and interruptions according to their 
needs and identities. This control is a crucial factor for achieving a work-
nonwork balance and reaping the associated benefits (Casper et al., 2018). 
Considering this, scholars have emphasized the significance of individuals’ 
boundary control (Allen et al., 2021; Kossek et al., 2022; Straub et al., 2019), 
which has led to an increased research interest on the topic, particularly in 
remote work environments.

Typically, boundary control has been studied from an employee view­
point. Conversely, there is a notable absence of research on the leader’s 
viewpoint, specifically exploring the extent to which leaders expect or 
believe employees to be in control of their work-nonwork boundaries. As 
leaders are organizational representatives as well as role models by virtue of 
their position, their expectations are anticipated to influence followers’ per­
ceptions and behaviors (Gächter & Renner, 2018). Moreover, it is worth 
noting that managerial decisions on flexible work practices are not solely 
determined by organizational policies and procedures, they also involve the 

1	 We acknowledge scholars indicating differences in the concepts of remote work, teleworking, working 
at home, and home-based work. In this study, we adopted the terms “remote work” and “telework” 
interchangeably. Remote work and telework represent arrangements in which workers perform their 
tasks and duties from an alternative location of their own choice (International Labour Organization 
[ILO], 2020).
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discretion of supervisors (Lautsch et al., 2009; Poelmans & Beham, 2008), 
which may, in turn, depend on their personal beliefs. Therefore, research 
attention should also be devoted to understanding leaders’ expectations 
regarding followers’ boundary control and cross-role interruptions.

In this study, we integrate leadership and work-nonwork boundary lite­
rature to propose that leaders’ expectations and permissions regarding 
employees’ control over work and nonwork boundaries (boundary control) and 
the interruptions of work and family domains (cross-role interruptions) are 
shaped by the quality of the relationship between leaders and followers. 
Specifically, drawing on the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory (Graen 
& Uhl-Bien, 1995), we investigate how LMX influences leaders’ expecta­
tions regarding employees’ control over their boundaries between work and 
nonwork activities. Additionally, we explore the role of boundary control as 
a mechanism for leaders’ expectations regarding employees’ work inter­
rupting nonwork demands and for leaders’ permissions regarding employees’ 
nonwork interrupting work demands. To test our hypotheses, we conducted 
an experimental, vignette-based study depicting the relationship between 
the leader and a team member in a remote work context. 

This study seeks to contribute to the literature in several ways. Firstly, 
by integrating leadership and work-nonwork boundary fields, we reveal that 
LMX relationships can play a role in setting leaders’ expectations associated 
with followers’ work-nonwork boundary control and cross-domain inter­
ruptions. Although the leadership and work-nonwork boundary literatures 
are traditional areas of management inquiry, they remain largely separated 
from each other (Kossek et al., 2023; Li et al., 2017; Powell et al., 2019). 
Besides that, our research explores the linkage between LMX and work-
nonwork literature from the perspective of leaders themselves. Prior LMX 
research has primarily focused on the potential impact of LMX on followers 
(Martin et al., 2015). Similarly, work-nonwork research to date has been 
predominantly one-sided, mainly focused on followers’ perceptions (Walsh 
et al., 2019). Therefore, the current research addresses the call for more 
leaders’ perspective studies in leadership and work-nonwork interface 
research (McClean et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2019). Finally, our findings are 
expected to contribute to promoting the discussion on remote work. 
Although remote work has been researched for a long time in connection 
with both leadership and boundary management topics, theoretical and 
practical discussions on the theme were intensified after the COVID-19 
pandemic.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES

The remote work context 

At the beginning of 2020, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
declared an international Public Health emergency due to the COVID-19 
pandemic, which profoundly affected the labor world. There was a huge 
increase in companies enabling remote work to avoid employees gathering 
together in the same place. At that moment, the practice of remote work 
expanded drastically. The International Labour Organization (ILO) esti­
mates that during the second quarter of 2020, 17.4% of the world’s work­
force worked from home, compared to 7.9% before the COVID-19 pandemic 
(ILO, 2021). Scholars also indicate that some level of remote work will 
remain for certain jobs (Aksoy et al., 2022). 

Telework represents the work performed outside the conventional work­
place using information and communication technologies (Bailey & Kurland, 
2002). The literature on telework dates back many decades ago, when Nilles 
(1975) studied the aspects of telecommunications and organizational decen­
tralization, coining the term “telecommuting”. Since then, scholarly debate 
has focused on uncovering both the negative and positive impacts for remote 
workers, as well as the implications for managers and organizations (Bailey 
& Kurland, 2002; Charalampous et al., 2019).

For example, studies have highlighted certain psychological costs asso­
ciated with remote work, including psychological distress (Van Zoonen & 
Sivunen, 2022), role ambiguity (Sardeshmukh et al., 2012), and loneliness 
and technostress (Taser et al., 2022). Conversely, other studies have linked 
remote work to positive outcomes, such as job satisfaction (Gajendran & 
Harrison, 2007; Golden, 2006), productivity/performance (Gajendran  
& Harrison, 2007) and engagement (Sardeshmukh et al., 2012). The litera­
ture also highlights autonomy as a benefit of remote work (Gajendran & 
Harrison, 2007; Gajendran et al., 2015; Sardeshmukh et al., 2012). Perceived 
autonomy, often referred to as psychological control, involves employees’ 
assessments of their ability to define and control where, when, and how 
they perform job tasks (Gajendran & Harrison, 2007). From the perspective 
of boundary theory (Ashforth et al., 2000; Clark, 2000), autonomy is inher­
ently linked to the concept of boundary control. In the following discussion, 
we focus on that concept. 
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Work-nonwork boundaries and boundary control

The high autonomy and flexibility associated with working from any 
place other than the office shed light on the intersection of work and non­
work spheres, bringing attention to the dynamics of work-nonwork bounda­
ries in the work-family2 literature (Allen et al., 2014). Work-nonwork 
boundaries involve the socially constructed lines of demarcation between 
work and nonwork roles (Allen et al., 2014). According to Ashforth et al. 
(2000), the concept of boundaries has been used in several disciplines to 
denote the physical, temporal, emotional, cognitive, and/or relational limits 
that define entities as separate from one another. 

According to the boundary management literature, employees navigate 
a spectrum from high integration to high segmentation between work and 
nonwork domains, with individual preferences varying (Koch & Binnewies, 
2015). However, it may not always be possible for employees to enact their 
preferred boundary management strategy. Actually, employees may face 
challenges in enacting their preferred boundary management strategy. Prior 
research indicates that behavioral strategies for integrating or segmenting 
life domains depend not only on individual preferences but also on the 
degree of control individuals have over the boundaries between their work 
and nonwork domains, referred to as boundary control (Koch & Binnewies, 
2015; Kossek & Lautsch, 2012).

Boundary control is a crucial factor in shaping employees’ work- 
nonwork dynamics. While formal flexible work arrangements such as remote 
work may influence perceptions of boundary control, organizational factors 
also play a role in enhancing or diminishing these perceptions. Capitano  
et al. (2019) highlighted how organizational processes, such as human 
resources (HR) practices linking promotion to task completion rather than 
hours worked, can influence individuals’ perceived settlement over their 
boundaries. Similarly, Thomas and Ganster (1995) found that flexible  
scheduling positively correlated with perceptions of boundary control. 

The role of leaders in the boundary control perspective is equally impor­
tant but less explored. Leaders, an integral part of employees’ social context, 
exert social influence, shaping behavior based on expectations and their 
behaviors (Liden & Antonakis, 2009). According to social influence theories, 

2	 Following the rationale of scholars (Kossek et al., 2011; Poelmans & Beham, 2008), the term “family” 
does not simply refer to traditional nuclear families but to the nonwork and personal roles of all 
employees. In this study, we use the terms “work-family”, “work-life”, and “work-nonwork” (and 
their derivates) interchangeably. 
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our social environment motivates us to change our behavior to match the 
expectations and behaviors of others, including attempts to act according  
to perceptions of what is seen as the “correct behavior” in a given situa- 
tion (Barber & Santuzzi, 2015). As such, leaders’ expectations regarding 
employees’ boundary control can take a deep-rooted form of social influence 
in terms of employees’ perceptions of boundary control. Moreover, past 
research has indicated that leaders are influential border-keepers at work 
(Allen et al., 2014; Park et al., 2020). 

Similarly, as organizational representatives, supervisors may establish 
informal organizational norms and behavioral expectations that may result 
– consciously or not – in lower perceptions of boundary control (Piszczek, 
2017) – for instance, restricting family-related tasks during work hours (for 
example, personal phone calls) at work (Allen et al., 2014). Research also 
indicates that supervisors serve as role models in boundary management 
(Koch & Binnewies, 2015). All this leads us to contend that scholarly inquiry 
should explore how leaders shape their expectations regarding employees’ 
boundary control, which potentially may influence employees’ perceptions.

Our study aims to explore LMX relationships as a factor influencing 
leaders’ perceptions of employees’ boundary control. Specifically, we posit 
that trust dynamics in high LMX relationships make leaders have greater 
confidence in employees’ boundary control. We review the LMX literature 
below and develop hypotheses accordingly. 

The role of LMX’s relationship on leaders’ perceptions

Within the leadership literature, the LMX theory introduces the central 
concept that effective leadership processes occur when leaders and followers 
develop mature leadership relationships, enabling benefits such as material 
transactions, social exchanges, and psychological favors (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 
1995). These relationships are categorized as low or high LMX, with low 
LMX lacking mutual trust, loyalty, respect, and liking, while high LMX 
involves better relationships in which employees receive more resources 
than other employees, such as information, influence, and attention (Matta 
& Van Dyne, 2020). 

LMX literature shows that relationships influence followers’ autonomy 
(Liao et al., 2016) and can impact work experiences, including the manage­
ment of work and nonwork boundaries (Toscano et al., 2022). However, the 
consequences of LMX on leaders’ perceptions of work-nonwork dynamics in 
remote work contexts are less explored. 
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In the context of remote work, the literature suggests that managers 
may fear losing control over subordinates, hindering support for remote 
work practices (Golden, 2006). This fear stems from concerns about not 
being able to observe work processes, leading to doubts about employees’ 
autonomy and flexibility (Kurland & Cooper, 2002). Similarly, the reluc­
tance to adopt remote work before COVID-19 was tied to a perceived lack of 
control over employees out of sight (Kniffin et al., 2021).

Qualitative analysis by Lembrechts et al. (2016) suggests that supervi­
sors’ support for remote work depends on trust in their team. Therefore, 
we propose that the quality of the LMX relationship influences leaders’ 
expectations of employees’ control of work-nonwork boundaries. A trusting 
relationship (high LMX) may alleviate leaders’ fears and uncertainties, fos­
tering greater expectations of employees’ boundary control and causing 
leaders to believe that employees can manage their work responsibly, sup­
porting greater boundary control (Brower et al., 2000). Thus, we propose 
Hypothesis 1:

•	 H1: In a high (versus low) LMX, leaders expect higher (versus lower) 
boundary control by employees.

We further delve into the above-mentioned rationale regarding leaders’ 
expectations by investigating expectations and permissions concerning 
employees’ cross-role interruptions. In the work-nonwork literature, cross-
role interruptions refer to the degree to which individuals permit interrup­
tions from one role to another (Kossek et al., 2012), involving interruptions 
from work to nonwork and vice versa.

Existing research has shown that individuals in high-LMX relationships 
are more likely to receive various forms of leadership support and socioemo­
tional resources (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005). LMX theory suggests that 
leaders decide the amount and type of support they provide to each team 
member, and high-LMX relationships involve the proactive provision of 
resources to enhance employee well-being. Support for employees’ work-
nonwork issues is one possible form of support that leaders can choose to 
offer (Tummers & Bronkhorst, 2014). 

In this context, we argue that leaders in high-LMX relationships are 
more inclined to offer family support by granting permissions for cross-role 
interruptions between work and nonwork domains. Specifically, we posit 
that in high-quality LMX relationships, leaders expect fewer interruptions 
from work into the nonwork domain and are more permissive of nonwork 
demands interrupting the work domain. This theoretical reasoning aligns 
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with prior research showing the influence of high-quality LMX on the inter­
face between work and nonwork life (Major & Morganson, 2011).

The literature on remote work suggests that this arrangement may 
generate conflict, with family role expectations encroaching on work due to 
increased accessibility (Aryee et al., 2005). Therefore, we argue that leaders’ 
allowance for nonwork interruptions at work to address family issues pro­
vides employees with valuable resources, helping alleviate tensions and 
anxiety resulting from the heightened overlap between home issues and work 
in remote settings (Perry et al., 2022; Rofcanin et al., 2017). Similarly, 
remote work may lead to difficulties in disengaging from work during off-
work times (Jo & Lee, 2022). Therefore, leaders’ expectations for reduced 
interruptions of employees’ work in nonwork domains are also valuable 
resources that leaders may provide to employees in high-LMX relationships.

However, we contend that these leaders’ expectations and permissions 
are contingent on leaders’ beliefs about employees’ boundary control. In 
other words, the process by which high-LMX relationships shape leaders’ 
expectations concerning employees’ cross-role interruptions can be explained 
by leaders’ beliefs in employees’ control over how, when, and where they 
work. Allowing greater interruptions from nonwork issues at work presup­
poses that followers have the freedom to decide on such interruptions. Like­
wise, leaders’ expectations of few interruptions from work in nonwork 
domains presuppose beliefs that employees have the autonomy to establish 
strong and impermeable boundaries in the nonwork domain to shield it from 
work intrusions.

Based on this idea, it can be hypothesized that employees’ boundary 
control serves as a mechanism for leaders’ reduced expectations of work 
interrupting the nonwork domain and leaders’ permissions for nonwork to 
interrupt the work domain. Therefore, we propose a mediating role of 
boundary control as indicated in Hypotheses 2a and 2b.

•	 H2a: Boundary control mediates the negative association between high 
LMX and leaders’ expectation of interruptions of employees’ work in 
the nonwork domain.

•	 H2b: Boundary control mediates the positive association between high 
LMX and leaders’ permissions of interruptions of the employees’ non­
work in the work domain.

Figure 1 presents the study’s conceptual model.
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Figure 1 

Conceptual model

Leader-member 
exchange

Work interrupting 
nonwork

Nonwork 
interrupting work

H1 (+)

H2a (-)

H2b (+)

Boundary  
control

RESEARCH METHOD

Participants and procedure

Participants were recruited through web-based channels using a snow­
ball technique. The sample comprised Brazilian professionals3. Respondents 
were randomly assigned to one of two conditions: high LMX versus low LMX. 
The vignette covered a situation in which the respondents should position 
themselves as managers of teams composed of four members who were 
working remotely, and they should analyze the working model aspects of 
one of the team members. In line with previous experimental studies that 
have addressed the LMX relationship (Liang et al., 2022), we manipulated 
attributes of the leader-member relationship between the leader and the 
specific professional (Appendix A). 

After reading the vignette, participants completed the questionnaire, 
which comprised the dependent and control variables. The final sample of 
the study consisted of 217 respondents who finalized and fully answered the 
questionnaire. 

3	 The study was approved by the Institution’s Ethical Committee (report number 078/2022). Partici­
pants have provided appropriate consent.
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Overall, 59% of respondents were female, and the average age was 44.01 
years (Standard Error [SE] = 0.80). Among the participants, 55% were mar­
ried, and 53% had at least one child. Regarding educational level and working 
status, 75% had completed a postgraduate degree, 84% were working at the 
moment of the survey, 82% reported having had management position expe­
rience, and 93% did have remote work experience. A randomization check 
was performed between manipulation conditions, in which an adequate  
balance of demographic variables across the conditions was observed 
(Appendix B).

Measures

LMX: Based on previous studies (Bhal & Dadhich, 2011; Liang et al., 
2022; Pelletier, 2012), a vignette was developed for manipulating high/low 
LMX relationships (Appendix A). 

Boundary control: The measure was adapted from the scale proposed by 
Kossek et al. (2012). The questionnaire comprised three items evaluated on 
a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 
Sample items include “I have the expectation that Leonardo has clear bounda­
ries between personal and professional life”, for example. 

Cross-role interruption – Work interrupting nonwork: The measure was adapted 
from the scale proposed by Kossek et al. (2012). The questionnaire comprised 
five items evaluated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items include “I have the expectation that 
Leonardo responds to work communication (e.g.: emails, text messages, and 
phone calls) during personal time off work”, for example. 

Cross-role interruption – Nonwork interrupting work: The measure was adapted 
from the scale proposed by Kossek et al. (2012). The questionnaire comprised 
five items evaluated on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items include “Leonardo would be allowed to 
take care of personal or family demands during working hours”, for example. 

Control variables: The assessed variables were gender, parental status, 
working status, experience in remote work, and management position expe­
rience. 
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Confirmatory factor analysis

In order to assess the reliability and discriminant validity of the con­
structs, we conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). We estimate a 
three-factor measurement model with each of the 13 items representing the 
three main latent variables. CFA indices indicated a good fit for the three- 
-factor measurement model, providing evidence for both reliability and dis­
criminant validity. 

The composite reliability was 0.80 for boundary control’’, 0.85 for work 
interrupting nonwork, and 0.73 for nonwork interrupting work above the 
minimum threshold of 0.60 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988), supporting the reliability 
of the constructs. The model, including covariances among the variables, 
demonstrated an overall adequate fit with the data – χ2(78) = 1003.065,  
p < 0.01, standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) = 0.06, compara­
tive fit index (CFI) = 0.92, Tucker–Lewis index (TLI) = 0.90, root mean 
square error of approximation (RMSEA) = 0.07. 

The factor loadings of the questions within the constructs were statisti­
cally significant at the 0.01 level and were reasonably adequate. Loadings 
range from 0.54 to 0.91, except for the fourth reverse-coded indicator of the 
construct, nonwork interrupting work, which displays a factor loading of 
0.30. For the sake of the face validity of the scale, we kept the reverse-coded 
question in the analysis. 

RESULTS

Means, standard deviations, and correlations among studied variables 
are reported in Table 1. 
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Hypotheses test

A hierarchical regression analysis was conducted using Stata Software 
to test the hypotheses (Table 2). The control variables were examined as a 
baseline model, and the direct effect of LMX was assessed in the subsequent 
steps (Model 1 presented in Table 2). Following this, the mediation effect of 
boundary control was assessed using the estimate causal mediation effect 
analysis (MedEff command), as shown in Model 2 in Table 2. 

Direct effect of LMX: The test of the first hypothesis provided evidence of 
a positive and significant effect of LMX on leaders’ expectation of employees’ 
boundary control (β = 0.42, p < 0.01), confirming H1. Although not hypothe­
sized, we further examined the direct effect of LMX on the cross-role inter­
ruptions variables observing evidence for a positive and significant effect of 
LMX on leaders’ permission of nonwork interrupting work (β = 0.16, p < 
0.05). However, the effect of LMX on leaders’ expectation of work inter­
rupting nonwork was not significant (β = 0.02, p > 0.50). 

Mediation effect of boundary control: The mediation test revealed a signifi­
cant effect of boundary control in the association between LMX and leaders’ 
expectation of work interrupting nonwork (β = -0.19, p < 0.01, average 
causal mediated effect [ACME] 4 = -0.08, confidence interval -0.15 to -0.02), 
providing evidence for H2a. Regarding the effect of boundary control media­
ting the association between LMX and leaders’ permission of nonwork 
interrupting work, the results showed a non-significant effect (β = -0.01,  
p > 0.50; ACME = -0.00 confidence interval -0.05 to 0.04). Therefore, H2b 
was not supported.

Moreover, statistically significant results were observed in the control 
variables related to gender, children, working status, and remote work expe­
rience. As an additional note, to validate potential response bias, social 
desirability bias was analyzed as a control variable, and there was no sig­
nificant difference in the results. 

4	 Average causal mediation effect (ACME) represents the indirect effect. ACME is significant when the 
confidence interval does not include zero.
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DISCUSSION

The increased and widespread adoption of remote work in the wake of 
the COVID-19 crisis has brought work-nonwork dynamics back to the spot­
light (Hughes & Donnelly, 2024). While remote work may afford employees 
greater autonomy and flexibility to organize their work and nonwork domains, 
it may also create opportunities for blurring the boundaries between those 
domains, which is directly associated with inter-role (work-nonwork) inter­
ruptions and conflict (Bulger et al., 2007). In light of these opportunities 
and challenges related to the process of navigating boundaries between 
work and nonwork spheres, considerable research attention has been spe­
cifically dedicated to the study of individuals’ perceptions of boundary con­
trol. However, few studies have explored leaders’ expectations regarding 
employees’ boundary control. The aim of the present study was to address 
this research gap.

Specifically, we investigated the impact of the quality of the relationship 
between leaders and followers on leaders’ expectations and permissions 
towards employees’ work-nonwork boundaries dynamics in a remote work 
context. We found evidence to support the notion that, in a remote work con­
text, the quality of the LMX relationship between a leader and a subordinate 
does affect expectations and permissions demonstrated by leaders. First, the 
results support the prediction that in high LMX relationships, leaders expect 
higher boundary control on the part of the employees. Therefore, our findings 
support the prediction of LMX as an antecedent for work-nonwork expe­
riences, in line with some existing but sparse studies (Litano et al., 2016; 
Morganson et al., 2017). However, while these previous studies mainly 
explore work-nonwork from a follower’s perspective, we reveal the influence 
of LMX on work-nonwork outcomes from a leader’s perspective. 

Our findings further showed that leaders’ expectations of employees’ 
boundary control act as a mediating mechanism linking LMX relationships to 
work-to-nonwork interruptions. Accordingly, in high LMX relationships, 
leaders develop higher expectations regarding employees’ autonomy and 
ability to manage their boundaries between work and nonwork domains, 
which, in turn, unfolds in leaders also displaying lower expectations for 
work-related interruptions in the nonwork domain. This result supports our 
reasoning that high LMX relationships, as mature partnerships, characteri­
zed by mutual respect, support, and trust, give leaders the confidence to 
grant employees autonomy to manage their own boundaries, which, ulti­
mately, leads them to expect that work-related thoughts and tasks are kept 
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at work. In sum, employees who have a high LMX quality not only benefit 
directly from such good relationship, as their leaders expect them to have 
greater autonomy in terms of boundary control, but also indirectly, to the 
extent that those expectations of greater boundary control reduce leaders’ 
expectations of employees’ allowance for intrusions from work into non­
work domain. 

Taken together, these results point to the role of LMX in calibrating 
leaders’ expectations in relation to employees’ autonomy over work and non­
work boundaries. Although this could be assumed to be a matter of free choice 
(Nippert-Eng, 1996), scholars indicate that organizational factors and cul­
ture (practices, norms, and social expectations) may constrain employees to 
enact their own boundary management preferences (Bogaerts et al., 2018). 
Our findings suggest that, regarding leaders, employees who have a high-
LMX can “take the reins” of their work-nonwork boundaries, particularly in 
relation to work-related intrusions into the nonwork domain. This positive 
influence of LMX on to work-nonwork interface is in line with some previous 
studies (Hill et al., 2016; Tummers & Bronkhorst, 2014).

Interestingly, our findings showed a non-significant indirect effect of 
LMX on leaders’ permissions for nonwork interruptions into the work domain 
(i.e., through perceptions of boundary control). We had argued that these 
permissions could be a form of supervisory support, which is one important 
resource provided in high-LMX relationships (Liden et al., 1997). By looking 
at this result together with the former, they apparently point out that, in 
high-LMX relationships, leaders’ expectations might be formed in such a 
way as to keep work-nonwork domains protected from cross-domain inter­
ruptions (i.e., higher segmentation between work and nonwork), since we 
did not find empirical evidence regarding leaders’ permissions for nonwork 
interruptions at the work domain. Further investigation could explore and 
validate this argument. Although intriguing, the above-mentioned findings 
seem to connect to Leclercq-Vandelannoitte’s (2021) case study, which pro­
vides insights into the ambivalent tension between care and control logic, in 
ways that guarantee employees’ autonomy and empowerment but also 
impose some forms of responsibility. Moreover, another possible explana­
tion is related to the perspective that, in the remote-work decision process, 
leaders worry about nonwork issues distracting remote workers from work. 

Theoretical and practical implications

This study contributes to the extant literature in several ways. Firstly,  
it adds to an emerging body of studies linking leadership theory to work- 
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-nonwork outcomes (Litano et al., 2016; Morganson et al., 2017). Our 
results generally support LMX theory as a framework for understanding 
leaders’ perceptions of followers’ work-nonwork boundaries. Despite being 
traditional areas of management inquiry, the leadership and work-nonwork 
boundary literature have remained largely separate (Kossek et al., 2023; Li 
et al., 2017).

Secondly, our research explores the linkage between LMX and work- 
-nonwork literature from the leaders’ standpoint. The literature review 
revealed a lack of empirical studies investigating work-nonwork boundaries 
from the leaders’ perspective. Therefore, this research responds to the need 
for more leaders’ perspective studies in LMX and work-nonwork studies 
(McClean et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2019). 

Finally, we draw attention to the influence of leader-member relation­
ships on work-nonwork boundaries in a remote work environment, contribu­
ting to the ongoing discussion on remote work. Although remote work has 
been researched for a long time in connection with either leadership or 
boundary management topics, theoretical and practical discussions intensi­
fied after the COVID-19 pandemic (Carnevale & Hatak, 2020; Kniffin et al., 
2021; Vaziri et al., 2020). 

In addition to the theoretical contributions discussed above, this study 
has several practical implications. Firstly, it provides practitioners with 
information to support decisions on the work model to be adopted. For 
remote work, organizations should establish programs and practices to sup­
port employees and leaders in adapting to this scenario. Specifically for  
leaders, organizations could provide support in building and leveraging 
positive relationships in a remote work context. Despite the acknowledged 
occurrence of LMX differentiation (Yu et al., 2018), promoting positive rela­
tionships within the team is vital. Leaders ought to be educated on 1. the 
potential benefits of the remote work model; 2. awareness of stigmas, preju­
dices, and unconscious bias towards remote workers; 3. the construction 
and preservation of positive relationships within the team; and 4. organiza­
tional practices of developing, managing, and evaluating remote workers. 
Furthermore, for practitioners in public policy, it stresses the relevance of 
determining policies and legislation to protect the rights, privacy, and health 
of employees.

Limitations and future research 

As a limitation, a concern of common method bias might occur since the 
boundary control mediator variable was captured as a self-report at the same 
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time as the predictor variables. Future work could address this aspect by 
adapting the experiment. Additionally, one could claim that the vignette 
elaborated for this study does not thoroughly reproduce the LMX concept. 
Future studies could enhance the vignette to address this concern. 

Moreover, as per the literature, individuals vary in their preferences and 
abilities to segment work and family and to detach from work (Kossek et al., 
2011). Following this rationale, it might be contended that leaders differ in 
the way they perceive the boundaries of employees based on their own work 
and non-work role identities. This study, however, did not capture the 
respondents’ assessment of their role identity. 

Employees’ gender might also influence how leaders perceive employees’ 
management of boundaries. Li et al. (2017) indicate that the subordinate’s 
gender is a variable that has received vast attention in the literature. In this 
study, it was decided not to vary the gender of the assessed employee. The 
vignette referred to a male employee (Leonardo). A gender manipulation 
strategy can be applied in subsequent studies. 

Furthermore, it is relevant to mention that leaders’ perceptions might 
differ depending on the occupation and nature of the work performed by the 
employees, as well as on the organizational culture. 

Despite these limitations, this study can contribute to the literature and 
to the practice since it tackles important aspects of leadership and employees’ 
work-family boundaries, supported by data raised after a major disruption 
in the work model due to the COVID-19 pandemic. It also stimulates fur­
ther investigations, as indicated in this section.

Future empirical studies could also evaluate the impact of leaders’ 
expectations and permissions on employees’ perceptions and behaviors. In 
this study, we assume that it would be important to investigate leaders’ expec­
tations as they are argued to exert considerable influence on employees’ 
perceptions and ability to act on their boundary management preferences 
(Foucreault et al., 2018). This assumption, although in line with the social 
information theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978) – which postulates that 
employee attitudes and behaviors are shaped by the social context – and cor­
roborated by past studies (Lau & Liden, 2008), should be better investigated 
in future research. 

Besides that, it can be suggested an investigation of the boundary con­
trol of employees and the workload in the remote work context. Specifically, 
it can be explored whether the perceived boundary control of employees 
brings along a psychological need (or pressure) to work overtime. 

Lastly, antecedents of LMX and potential stigmas (or prejudgements) of 
leaders on remote work could be investigated. For instance: 1. whether 
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being online or offline influences the leaders’ perception of employee 
engagement; and 2. the extent to which having cues of the working environ­
ment, which, in remote work, could be the employee’s home, influences the 
employee’s performance evaluation. 
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APPENDIX A 

Experiment vignette

Scenario Low (or High) LMX

Please consider the text below and answer the questions accordingly. 

Imagine that you are the leader of a team composed of four professionals (Bianca, Daniel,  
Fernanda and Leonardo). Due to the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, the  
company you work for has established the practice of remote work. Currently, your team is  
working remotely. Overall, all of your team members have the same family composition and  
the same infrastructure at their homes. 

Your team has a vast portfolio of activities and deliverables for the upcoming months. At this 
moment, you are revising the work activities of the professionals, specifically the activities of 
Leonardo. He is an analyst who has been working for the company for more than a year. Your 
relationship with Leonardo is not very effective (quite effective) and there is no (there is) 
mutual learning. This relationship is characterized by low (high) levels of trust, loyalty, and 
professional respect. 

You are not evaluating the team composition at this moment. However, it is necessary that you 
review the activities and the working model of each professional individually. 

Assuming that you are reviewing the activities of your team, and considering your relationship  
with Leonardo, please indicate your expectations regarding Leonardo’s working model in the 
following aspects. 

Note. The information in parentheses is what was presented in the High LMX scenario.
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APPENDIX B 

Randomization check across manipulation conditions

 
High LMX 

(115)
Low LMX  

(102)
p value

Women (no. and %) 69 (60.00%) 59 (57.84%) 0.75

Age, mean (standard deviation [SD]) 43.6 (11.20) 44.49 (12.50) 0.58

Married (no. and %) 60 (52.17%) 59 (57.84%) 0.08

Children (no. and %) 65 (56.52%) 50 (49.01%) 0.27

Education (no. and %)   

Graduation (incomplete) 3 (2.60%) 3 (2.94%)

0.51
Graduation (completed) 13 (11.30%) 18 (17.64%)

Postgraduate (incomplete) 10 (8.69%) 6 (5.88%)

Postgraduate (completed) 89 (77.39%) 74 (72.54%)

Currently working (no. and %) 98 (85.21%) 85 (83.33%) 0.70

Currently management position (no. and %) 59 (51.30%) 53 (51.96%) 0.92

Management experience (no. and %) 97 (84.34%) 80 (78.43%) 0.26

Remote experience (no. and %) 109 (94.78%) 93 (91.17%) 0.30

Remote experience in a management position 
(no. and %)

69 (60.00%) 59 (57.84%) 0.75
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