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Examining boundaries to understand the impact of COVID-19 on vocational behaviors | ®
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Keywords: The COVID-19 has posed an unprecedented challenge to the global workforce. To better un-
Remote work derstand the impact of the pandemic on work and careers, I call for research taking a closer look
Working-from-home at the boundaries in the career context. Specifically, both the micro (boundaries that demarcate
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role domains) and macro (national borders) boundaries should be considered. The pandemic
Travel restrictions

changes the existing boundaries and challenges the “usual” practices; while it blurs the micro,
cross-domain boundaries, it strengthens the macro, cross-country boundaries. I propose that the
changes in the micro and macro boundaries are one of the important mechanisms in how COVID-
19 affects many individuals' vocational behaviors and career outcomes. In this essay, I explain
why we should pay more attention to the boundaries to learn about the impact of COVID-19 on
vocational and career behaviors. I conclude with a discussion of several directions for future
research.

Pandemic

The COVID-19 has posed an unprecedented challenge to the global workforce. We need to better understand the impact of the
pandemic on work and careers to guide individuals to navigate through this dynamic situation. To this end, I call for research taking a
closer look at the boundaries in the career context, both at the micro and macro levels, given their critical relevance to vocational
behaviors and career outcomes. At the micro level, much research examined boundaries that demarcate role domains (e.g., Allen,
Cho, & Meier, 2014; Ammons, 2013; Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Kossek, Ruderman, Braddy, & Hannum, 2012; Olson-
Buchanan & Boswell, 2006). Individuals create, maintain, and amend role boundaries in various forms, such as temporal, spatial, and
psychological boundaries, in order to simplify the environment and manage multiple roles more efficiently. Evidence suggests that
the role boundaries are important determinants of work, career, and health outcomes. At the macro level, boundaries between
nations have attracted considerable research attention (e.g., Cohen, Arnold, & O'Neill, 2011; Dickmann & Baruch, 2011; Newman,
Bimrose, Nielsen, & Zacher, 2018; Presbitero & Quita, 2017). Studies have shown that the national boundary exerts substantial
impact on individuals' work and careers such that the way national borders are maintained influences individuals' career outcomes. In
this essay, I explain why we should pay more attention to the boundaries to learn about the impact of COVID-19 on vocational and
career behaviors. Then, I discuss several directions for future research.

1. Importance of micro boundaries to work and careers during a pandemic

The pandemic changes the existing boundaries and challenges the “usual” practices. The pandemic blurs the micro, cross-domain
boundaries that shape day-to-day work behaviors. As COVID-19 has spurred the adoption of remote work (Duffy, 2020), many
individuals work from home while attending to various non-work demands (e.g., assisting children's home-based learning, running
errands for the elderly family members who are advised to stay home at all times). These changes are likely to affect individuals' work
and career outcomes in different ways.

First, individuals have different preferences in terms of the role boundary characteristics (flexibility and permeability) and suffer
from negative work and health consequences when the actual boundaries do not satisfy their desires (e.g., Kreiner, 2006; Park, Fritz,
& Jex, 2011). As such, the sudden shift to the work-from-home practice may create disruptions, especially for those who prefer work-
family segmentation, those who have high family demands, and those who are not ready for remote working in terms of technological
skills and equipment.

Second, given the self-imposed nature of role boundaries, various tactics individuals employ to manage boundaries and the degree
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of perceived control of boundaries have been shown to play a key role in successful boundary management (Ashforth et al., 2000;
Kossek et al., 2012). However, as the current extreme circumstances allow little individual choice, individuals may have to utilize
novel strategies to compensate for the blurred physical role boundaries or try to re-gain perceived control over the situation.

Third, research underscores that the role boundaries have a far-reaching impact beyond the focal individual. That is, members of
role domains (e.g., supervisors, coworkers, and family members) are involved in boundary creation and are affected by the boundary
once it is set up (for review, see Allen et al., 2014). Applying to the present situation, the pandemic likely necessitates boundary-
related negotiation and communication among the members of role domains. Also, the altered role boundaries likely affect multiple
stakeholders in various domains.

2. Importance of macro boundaries to work and careers during a pandemic

The pandemic strengthens the macro level, cross-country boundaries. The COVID-19 has led to national border closures and travel
restrictions across the globe (Salcedo, Yar, & Cherelus, 2020). Several lines of research emphasize that the tightened national borders
should be an important consideration for work and vocational behavior research. First, data suggest that a large number of in-
dividuals search for work and career opportunities outside their home country (International Labour Organization, 2015). The tighter
national borders thwart individuals' plans for transnational and global career. Indeed, many companies have canceled or postponed
international talent recruitment amid the global virus outbreak (Gaskell, 2020). Similarly, many universities have suspended in-
ternational exchange programs while recalling students who were studying abroad (Redden, 2020). These changes may have sub-
sequent ripple effects because there is a sizeable workforce in the global talent management and international education industries
(e.g., international talent recruiting services, marketing and accommodation services for international education).

Second, related to the growth of international migration, research has shown that there are considerable number of transnational
families whose members maintain familial ties with each other while living dispersed across nations (Goulbourne, Reynolds,
Solomos, & Zontini, 2010). Workers and family members in transnational families encounter unique challenges in work performance,
health, and work-family management (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002; Carrasco, 2010; Cho & Allen, 2019). Given the record-high un-
employment rate (BBC, 2020) and the enhanced border control (Salcedo et al., 2020), keeping in touch and providing necessary
financial and emotional support to each other may become more difficult for these individuals.

Last, research suggests that fear and discrimination against outgroup members may be heightened during a pandemic (Schaller &
Neuberg, 2012). There have been more reported cases of violence against foreigners in various countries during the pandemic (e.g.,
Chapman, 2020; Haynes, 2020). This trend highlights that individuals working in a foreign country may be subject to discriminatory
practices.

3. Investigating boundaries to understand the impact of a pandemic

The extant literature on the boundaries in the vocational context and the implications of the boundary changes that have occurred
due to COVID-19 urge us to examine boundaries to gain insights into work and vocational behaviors during this challenging time. I
discuss a few important directions for future research.

The first is the positive as well as negative outcomes of the boundary changes. Given the chaotic and uncertain nature of the
pandemic, many negative consequences, ranging from short-term (e.g., reduced work productivity) to long-term (e.g., a downward
career trajectory), are expected. Further, whether and why such harmful impact on work and careers differs depending on in-
dividuals' non-work circumstances merits attention. For instance, blurred role boundaries are likely to be disruptive for workers with
family demands more so than those without. Research should also explore positive outcomes; while the negative outcomes are logical
given the situation, some people may reap benefits from the adversity. The extreme blend of work and family, for instance, may push
more people to learn how to create and negotiate role boundaries or how to maintain daily productivity despite frequent inter-
ruptions.

The second concerns the nature and effectiveness of various actions individuals take against the boundary changes. While it is
undeniable that the pandemic situation is beyond one's control, it is still important to recognize and identify what one can do for
optimal work and career outcomes. Individual initiatives to amend the micro boundaries is one such example. Encouraged (or forced)
by the situation, people may revisit their assumptions and preferences about role boundaries and change their boundary management
styles and tactics. Given that support from other members of role domains is pivotal, another interesting question is how dual-earner
couples create rules and negotiate their work and family involvement. When members of a dual-earner couple are working from
home while taking care of dependents, what are some factors that explain their relative resource allocation (e.g., income, workplace
flexibility, gender ideology, etc.)? A related question concerns work-, relationship-, and health-related consequences of the (un)
satisfactory boundary amendment. Concerning the macro boundary, an interesting question is what individuals do to minimize the
disruptive impact of closed borders on their work, career, and family. Would they change their career plans, and if so, what factors
shape such changes? Answers to these questions can help individuals to adapt adequately to the macro boundary changes.

The third focuses on the organizational and institutional resources that help individuals to navigate through the boundary
changes. Regarding the micro boundary, what types of organizational and supervisory support are effective to help workers cope with
the situation? Research could examine whether various support constructs that are well-established in the literature (e.g., family-
supportive organizational perception, Allen, 2001; family-supportive supervisor behaviors, Hammer, Kossek, Yragui, Bodner, &
Hanson, 2009) are applicable and effective in supporting workers during this crisis. Alternatively, research may identify a novel type
of support that is effective in such unusual circumstances. For the macro boundary, what approaches should companies and
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educational institutions take to provide adequate and timely support for those individuals undergoing unexpected difficulties? What
can be done to minimize overt and covert workplace discriminations against immigrant workers?

Lastly, taking a longitudinal perspective, it would be important to examine whether the rules, knowledge, and attitudes developed
during the pandemic are maintained post-pandemic. For example, would organizations treat working remotely as a new normal?
Would “non-essential” elements of the work identified during the pandemic be eliminated forever? Would the conceptualization of
the “ideal worker” and the meaning of work-life balance change once and for all (Thomason & Williams, 2020)? Concerning macro
boundaries, would individuals continue exhibiting hostile and discriminatory attitudes against foreign workers? What are some
implications of this bias for those who seek career opportunities abroad?

In conclusion, I propose that changes in the micro and macro boundaries are one of the important mechanisms in how COVID-19
affects many individuals' vocational behaviors and career outcomes. I hope more researchers would consider boundaries in future
studies to shed light on the impact of the pandemic on work and careers. Together, we can leverage the current pandemic to advance
our knowledge on the boundaries in work and careers.
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