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ABSTRACT 

Work organizations are increasingly under pressure to offer home-based 
working. However, there is inconsistent evidence on whether granting em-
ployees to work from home is a business case increasing their organiza-
tional commitment. Analysis of the representative German Linked Person-
nel Panel revealed that, overall, the use of home-based working is associ-
ated with employees’ higher organizational commitment. A closer look at 
the data, however, shows that this is less often the case when the use of 
home-based working involves the blurring of work–life boundaries. Our re-
sults are the first to provide evidence that perceived fairness in the ex-
change relation with supervisors is of particular importance for employees’ 
experiences with working from home. 
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1 Introduction 

Work organizations are increasingly under pressure to offer employees the 

option of home-based working. The European Union (EU) and national pol-

icymakers have formulated expectations that encourage these organiza-

tions to offer the option of working from home as a resource to help their 

employees better integrate work and family life (Messenger et al., 2017). In 

addition, in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, home-based working 

needed to be made more available to help reduce the spread of the virus. 

The current business case arguments suggest that by implementing and 

expanding home-based working, employers can benefit if employees recip-

rocate by increasing their commitment to the organization (den Dulk et al., 

2012; de Menezes and Kelliher, 2011). Although such reciprocation would 

be a win–win situation for both employees and employers (Kossek, 2016), 

evidence showing that working from home does indeed increase employ-

ees commitment has been inconsistent (for a review, see de Menezes and 

Kelliher, 2011). One explanation for this inconsistency might be related to 

the finding that home-based workers often experience greater work–life 

conflicts rather than an improvement in work–life balance (for a review, see 

Chung and van der Lippe, 2018).  

Following from this, we asked whether and when the use of home-based 

working increases the organizational commitment of employees. Organiza-

tional commitment is a crucial resource for employers who, especially in 

times of skilled labor shortages, must retain and compete for skilled work-

ers. We differentiated between a supportive implementation, in which 

home-based working becomes a resource for improving employees’ work–

life balance (Abendroth and Reimann, 2018; Bakker and Demerouti, 2007; 

Kossek et al., 2006), and a less supportive implementation, in which home-

based working leads to greater conflicts by blurring the boundaries that 

separate employees’ work and personal lives (Abendroth and Reimann, 

2018; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010). Only in the former case would we ex-

pect to find social exchange dynamics whereby workers reciprocate by in-

creasing their commitment to the organization, which is in line with existing 

arguments concerning the implications of flexible work arrangements (Chen 

and Fulmer, 2018; Choi, 2018; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010; Wang and 

Walumbwa, 2007).  

We further investigate whether the implementation of home-based working 

as blurred boundaries and improved work-life balance and involved conse-

quences for commitment depend on trust and fairness in the supervisor 

employee exchange relation. It has been argued that blurred boundaries 

through the use of home-based working result from social exchange dy-

namics in which employees reciprocate by investing more time and energy 

in their work to avoid being regarded as less productive and committed 

when home-based working and to avoid possible career penalties 

(Abendroth and Diewald, 2019; Abendroth and Reimann, 2018; Chung, 

2019; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010; Lott and Chung, 2016). This form of 

stigmatization describes a lack of trust in the supervisor–employee ex-

change relation and has been viewed as part of pronounced presence cul-

tures, in line with the norm of the ideal worker who is present and highly 
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accessible for work (Abendroth and Reimann, 2018; Acker, 1990; Chung, 

2019; Kelly et al., 2010; Williams et al., 2013). Alternatively, it has also 

been suggested that the blurred boundaries of home-based working are 

intentional and are a part of high-performance management strategies and 

high-demand work cultures in which home-based working is used mainly to 

serve the flexibility interests of the employer. This unbalanced exchange 

relationship violates the norms of reciprocity and thus of fairness in the ex-

change relation (Blau, 1964; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010; Abendroth and 

Reimann, 2018).  

Accordingly, we asked two questions: 

1. How are the experiences of blurred boundaries or improved work–life

balance due to home-based working related to organizational commit-

ment?

2. Does trust and fairness in the exchange relationship with the supervi-

sor (a) diminish experiences of blurred boundaries with home-based

working, (b) increase experiences of improved work–life balance with

home-based working, and (c) promote positive implications of the use

of home-based working with respect to organizational commitment?

In attempting to answer these research questions, we contribute to the ex-

isting research in several ways. So far, studies have investigated the impli-

cations of the availability and use of home-based working and its implica-

tion for commitment, yet the results have been mixed (for a review, see de 

Menezes and Kelliher, 2011). Here, we investigate the importance of the 

use of home-based working by considering two different forms of imple-

mentation: either as supportive of employees’ work–life balance or as blur-

ring the boundaries between their work and personal lives. We know from 

previous research that most flexible working arrangements are implement-

ed either in the interest of the employee or the employer (Chung and 

Tijdens 2013) – with different consequences for employees’ work outcomes 

(e.g. Lott and Chung 2016). Home-based working, however, is a somewhat 

ambigious arrangements as it can be implemented in employees’ and/or 

employers’ interest. Therefore, we focus on employees’ experiences with 

home-based working, thereby extending recent studies on flexible working 

and commitment (e.g. Wang and Walumbwa 2007). 

We chose to use data from the Linked Personnel Panel (LPP) of the Ger-

man Institute for Employment Research (IAB) because they are representa-

tive of German establishments with 50 or more employees in the industrial 

and service sectors and could provide information on both the employees 

and the companies they work for. By applying multilevel mixed effects line-

ar regression models, we identified different social exchange dynamics and 

investigated their importance in the implementation of home-based working 

and their consequences for organizational commitment. This approach al-

lowed us to determine what matters when it comes to experiences with 

home-based working and their consequences for commitment—that is, 

whether differences in social exchange dynamics lead to different imple-

mentations of home-based working and consequently to differences in or-

ganizational commitment. 
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2 Study hypotheses 

2.1 Organizational commitment and home-based working 

from a social exchange perspective 

Organizational commitment refers to an employee’s attachment to the work 

organization (Chen and Fulmer, 2018; Choi, 2018; Kelliher and Anderson, 

2010; Meyer and Allen, 1991; Wang and Walumbwa, 2007). Based on the 

work of Meyer and Allen (1991), three dimensions of commitment are 

commonly differentiated: “affective commitment,” which describes an em-

ployee’s emotional attachment to the work organization; “continuance 

commitment,” which are the perceived costs of leaving the organization; 

and “normative commitment,” which refers to a feeling of obligation to re-

main in the work organization.  

In line with social exchange theory and the norm of reciprocity (Blau, 1964), 

work organizations can offer home-based working to increase the organiza-

tional commitment of their employees (see also Chen and Fulmer, 2018; 

Choi, 2018; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010; Wang and Walumbwa, 2007). 

Home-based working is increasingly perceived as a family-friendly work-

place arrangement, and its availability can therefore function as a signal 

that the employer invests in good working conditions for the employees 

(Casper and Harris, 2008). In light of the norm of reciprocity, these signaled 

investments in the employment relationship would then in turn involve a 

higher commitment on the part of the employees (Chen and Fulmer, 2018; 

Choi, 2018; Kelliher and Anderson 2010; Wang and Walumbwa, 2007). On 

the basis of signaling theories, Casper and Harris (2008) specify that work–

family policies increase commitment indirectly through perceived organiza-

tional support, and they provide evidence for their argument by showing a 

positive association between the availability of family-friendly workplace 

arrangements and commitment, as well as the importance of perceived 

organizational support as a mediating factor.  

In addition to the indirect influence of the availability to work from home on 

commitment through perceived organizational support, the individual use of 

home-based working can also increase commitment by serving as a re-

source for achieving a better work–life balance. The resource perspective 

has a long tradition in work–life research and argues that the use of home-

based working can reduce work–life conflicts (a) because it saves time for 

travel, which can be used for private obligations, and (b) because it in-

volves greater work autonomy, which helps in rescheduling work, thus al-

lowing the home-based worker to respond to predictable and unpredictable 

demands within the family domain (Abendroth and den Dulk, 2011; Bakker 

and Demerouti, 2007; Kossek et al., 2006). Following from this, Casper and 

Harris (2008) refer to the self-interest model (Lind and Tyler, 1988), which 

argues that family-friendly workplace arrangements increase commitment 

by allowing employees to realize their self-interests; these authors provide 

some evidence to support this model, at least for male employees. In line 

with the concept of the psychological contract (Rousseau, 1995; Schaufeli, 

2006), workers expect the organization’s resources to be proportional to 
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their own investment in the organizational commitment. Therefore, we for-

mulated the following hypothesis: 

H1: Employees’ use of home-based working is related to higher or-

ganizational commitment on average.  

However, previous research has shown that the individual use of home-

based working blurs the boundaries between work and personal life, result-

ing in greater time- and strain-based work–life conflicts (Abendroth and 

Reimann, 2018; Chung and van der Lippe, 2018; Kelliher and Anderson, 

2010; Wang and Walumbwa, 2007). In this case, the employee’s self-

interest in a better work–life balance is not realized, and the increases in 

commitment are not proportional to the gains from the use of home-based 

working. This situation led to the following hypotheses: 

H2A: Employees’ use of home-based working is less likely to be re-

lated to organizational commitment when it goes hand in hand with 

blurred boundaries between work and personal life. 

H2B: Employees’ use of home-based working is more likely to be re-

lated to organizational commitment when home-based working im-

proves their work–life balance. 

2.2  Social exchange dynamics and different ways of 

implementing home-based work 

The blurred-boundaries aspect of home-based working can result from the 

employee’s difficulty in separating work and personal life when these two 

activities share the same location (Clark, 2000; Kossek et al., 2006). How-

ever, in this section we argue that experiences with home-based working 

and the related consequences for commitment are also likely to depend on 

the exchange dynamics within the supervisor–employee relationship, which 

then leads to different implementations of home-based work. 

2.2.1 The importance of trust in the social exchange 

Existing research describes supervisor–employee exchange dynamics 

whereby workers feel obliged to directly reciprocate by investing more time 

and energy in work for their supervisor in return for the “gift” of home-based 

working (Chung, 2019; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010). One explanation for 

this exchange dynamic is the supervisor’s lack of trust in employees’ 

productivity at home, which reflects the predominance in many workplaces 

of the ideal worker norm. This norm describes a worker who exhibits great-

er time investment, work presence and work accessibility—behavior that 

aligns with the traditional male life course (Acker, 1990; Kelly et al., 2010; 

Williams et al., 2013). In keeping with this ideal worker norm, studies have 

revealed the stigmas related to flexibility. For example, employees fear that 

they will be regarded as less committed to their work if they use flexible 

workplace arrangements (Chung, 2018; Konrad and Yang, 2012; Williams 

et al., 2013); they report that their supervisor highly values physical pres-
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ence in the workplace (Lott and Abendroth, 2020); and they are concerned 

about the possibility of negative career consequences (Lott and Chung, 

2016). Thus, a lack of trust in the supervisor–employee exchange relation 

is likely to promote experiences of blurred boundaries when employees use 

home-based working because it implies a need for reciprocation in the form 

of direct work intensification. With this lack of support, organizational com-

mitment as an alternative or additional return becomes less likely, particu-

larly because increases in commitment would not be proportional to the 

gains offered by such flexibility. 

In contrast, if supervisors signal trust in the exchange relationship, work 

intensification is less likely to be perceived as a quid pro quo. Rather, su-

pervisors are more likely to be supportive by implementing home-based 

work to encourage the employee’s involvement in work communication and 

decision-making as part of a team and thus to give less cause for concern 

about invisibility and flexibility stigmas. Indeed, supervisors who support 

work–life balance have been found to protect against the less desirable 

aspects of home-based working such as blurred boundaries and work in-

tensification (Abendroth and Reimann, 2018). Studies have further identi-

fied supervisor support and understanding with regard to the integration of 

work and family life as an important dimension of work–family-supportive 

organizational cultures and often as a key predictor of work–life conflict and 

work–life balance satisfaction (Kossek et al., 2006; Thompson et al., 1999). 

Choi (2018) further supported this argument, noting that managerial sup-

port decreased workers’ intentions to use flexible workplace arrangements 

as a step toward leaving the work organization. Similarly, Wang and 

Walumbwa (2007) provided evidence that such supportive leadership had a 

moderating effect on work withdrawal owing to the benefits of work flexibil-

ity and of commitment. In line with this, Choi (2018) concluded that “leader-

ship style that develops support, communication and trust in supervisor–

subordinate relationships will be necessary for successful implementation 

of telework” (p. 31). 

Accordingly, we would expect that trust in the exchange relationship be-

tween employee and supervisor prevents home-based workers from expe-

riencing blurred boundaries and promotes employees’ experiences of im-

proved work–life balance. In addition, we assume that trust in the exchange 

relationship would be likely to promote increased commitment among 

home-based workers. Thus, we formulated the following hypotheses: 

H3A: Trust in the exchange relationship between employee and su-

pervisor is associated with (a) lower levels of blurred boundaries 

when using home-based work and (b) higher levels of improved 

work–life balance when using home-based work.  

H3B: Trust in the exchange relationship between employee and su-

pervisor reinforces the positive implications of the use of home-based 

work for organizational commitment. 

H3C: Trust in the exchange relationship between employee and su-

pervisor reduces the negative implications of the use of home-based 

work for organizational commitment. 
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2.2.2 The importance of fairness in the social exchange 

An alternative explanation for the blurred boundaries that occur with home-

based working refers to a lack of fairness in the social exchange between 

supervisor and employee. More specifically, studies have shown that some 

employers enforce and enable work intensification through the use of 

home-based work as part of high-performance management strategies or 

high-demand work cultures (Abendroth and Reimann, 2018; Appelbaum et 

al., 2000; Cha and Weeden, 2014; Chung, 2019; Godard, 2001; Kelliher 

and Anderson, 2010; White et al., 2003). Evidence indicates that high-

demand work cultures create a need for overtime work, so home-based 

working is associated with greater work–life conflicts (Abendroth and 

Reimann, 2018) and therefore does not serve the interests of the employ-

ees. This reflects an unbalanced exchange that involves more boundary 

blurring and the failure of home-based working to lead to higher organiza-

tional commitment on the part of the employee. According to Schaufeli 

(2006), workers expect the resources offered by their organization to be 

proportional to their own investment. If this “psychological contract” is vio-

lated (p. 79), the social exchange becomes unbalanced, with negative con-

sequences for the employees’ organizational commitment (Guzzo and 

Noonan, 1994). In contrast, fairness in the exchange relationship indicates 

that the flexibility interests of both employers and employees are consid-

ered. In turn, improvements in work–life balance and increases in commit-

ment become more likely. From this, we hypothesized the following: 

H4A: Fairness in the exchange relationship between employees and 

supervisors is associated with (a) lower levels of blurred boundaries 

when using home-based work and (b) higher levels of improved 

work–life balance when using home-based work.  

H4B: Fairness in the exchange relationship between employees and 

supervisors reinforces the positive implications of the use of home-

based work for organizational commitment.  

H4C: Fairness in the exchange relationship between employee and 

supervisor reduces the negative implications of the use of home-

based work for organizational commitment. 
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3 Empirical strategy 

3.1 Data and sample 

The data for the present study were drawn from the Linked Personnel Pan-

el (LPP), wave 1617 (doi:10.5164/IAB.LPP1617.de.en.v1) (see Mackeben 

et al., 2018). The LPP is a representative panel study of German estab-

lishments with 50 or more employees in the industry and service sectors. 

The main focus of the LPP is on human resource management, workplace 

culture and management instruments, and data on both employees and 

establishments are randomly collected. We were able to access the data 

during a guest stay at the Research Data Centre (FDZ) of the Federal Em-

ployment Agency at the German Institute for Employment Research (IAB) 

and subsequently via remotely controlled data processing at the FDZ. Em-

ployees’ use of home-based working as well as the experiences with home-

based working were observed in the second wave (2014/15). The depend-

ent variables, explanatory variables and covariates of the analysis were 

observed for 2,362 persons. The age range was set at 18 to 65 years, so 

that all employees below the statutory retirement age (65 years) were in-

cluded. 

3.2 Measurement of affective commitment 

In line with Meyer and Allen (1991), affective commitment (i.e., the employ-

ee’s emotional attachment to, identification with and involvement in the or-

ganization) was measured by means of a sum index based on the following 

three variables:  

• I would like to work in this company for the rest of my life.

• This enterprise has significant personal value for me.

• I regard the company’s problems as my own.

Respondents could choose one of the following options (values in paren-

theses) for each of the three variables: does not apply at all (1), mostly 

does not apply (2), undecided (3), mostly applies (4) or completely applies 

(5). Cronbach’s alpha was used to estimate the reliability of the composite 

score and was 0.83. The responses to the statements were added to yield 

a single sum value that ranged from 3 to 15. The sum index was generated 

as follows: the sum of the responses was subtracted by the minimum sum 

value (3) and divided by the remaining maximum value (12).  
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3.3 Measurement of home-based working and employees’ 

experiences with home-based working 

In all three available waves, home-based working was measured according 

to employees’ answers to the first question, “Do you work from home—

perhaps just occasionally—for your employer?” The respondents could 

respond either yes (1) or no (0). In the second wave (2014/15), those em-

ployees who answered yes to this question were asked what their experi-

ences were when home-based working. For the present study, two seem-

ingly contradictory statements related to employees’ work–life balance were 

chosen: “By home-based working, I can better combine paid work and fami-

ly and private activities” and “When I work from home, the boundary be-

tween work and leisure blurs.” Employees could choose one of five re-

sponses to each of these statements: completely disagree (1), mostly disa-

gree (2), undecided (3), mostly agree (4) or completely agree (5). The vari-

ables were used as dichotomous variables in the analyses whereby an-

swers (4) and (5) were combined with a “yes” response (= 1) to the first 

question, and answers (1), (2) and (3) were combined with the “no” re-

sponse (= 0) to the first question. It should be noted that multiple responses 

were possible in that some home-based workers responded that they expe-

rienced both a better work–life balance and a blurring of boundaries.  

3.4 Measurement of perceived managerial trust and fairness 

According to den Dulk et al. (2011), perceived managerial trust influences 

employees’ use of flexible work arrangements. In our study, this effect was 

measured with a sum index of two statements—“Supervisors show under-

standing for their staff” and “Supervisors show that they trust their staff”— 

by means of five response options: completely disagree (1), mostly disa-

gree (2), undecided (3), mostly agree (4) or completely agree (5). The re-

sponses to the statements were added to yield a single sum value that 

ranged from 2 to 10. Perceived managerial fairness was measured using 

the statement “I feel that my direct supervisor treats me fairly in all aspects 

of work.” This variable was used as a dummy variable with 0 = no fairness 

and 1 = fairness. 

3.5 Covariates 

In order to estimate effects that would not be biased by an employee’s 

workplace, sociodemographic and household characteristics, covariates 

had to be included in the model. On the workplace level, the effect was 

controlled based on the employee’s contractual working time (continuous 

variable, because employees with shorter work hours are often stigmatized 

in the workplace, even if they intensify their work effort (Kelliher and Ander-

son, 2010), and are less often regarded as “ideal workers” (Lott and Klen-

ner, 2018; Williams et al., 2013). A dummy variable controlled for whether 

employees received wages above the collectively agreed-upon pay scale. 

At German workplaces with collective agreements—e.g, in the industry 
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sectors—employees who are paid above this pay scale generally more 

often have access to flexible work arrangements (Felstead et al., 2002; Lott 

and Chung, 2016). With regard to the restricted access to flexible work ar-

rangements for lower- and mid-level employees, the analysis also took into 

account the vertical segregation of the workplace by means of three proxy 

variables: management position (0 = no, 1 = yes), status position (0 = blue-

collar worker, 1 = white-collar worker) and pre-tax monthly wages (continu-

ous variable). In addition, access to home-based working might further de-

pend on the functional area, a variable therefore controlled in terms of 

whether employees worked in production (1), sales/marketing (2), cross-

divisional function/administration (3) or services (4). Because employees 

with fixed-term contracts are often excluded from flexible work arrange-

ments (Felstead et al., 2002), a dummy variable was used to control for 

whether employees had a permanent contract. 

Because access to flexible work arrangements depends on the sector 

(Chung, 2019), and these are offered mainly in larger establishments 

(Brenke, 2016)—possibly being more common in large, powerful estab-

lishments in industry sectors such as the automotive industry, which is lo-

cated in specific regions in Germany, especially in the south—the sector, 

establishment size and region were taken into account. We therefore con-

trolled for the sector based on the German Classification of Economic Ac-

tivities, issue 1993 (WZ93): manufacturing industries (1), met-

al/electronics/automotive industries (2), retail/transport/media sectors (3), 

business services/financial services (4), and information, communications, 

other services (5); the size of the establishment: 0–99 employees (1), 100–

249 employees (2), 250–499 employees (3), and 500 and more employees 

(4); and the region: north (1), east (2), south (3) and west (4). 

Since household context can influence workers’ commitment and their ex-

periences with home-based work, a number of household characteristics 

were considered as well. For example, employees who have (very young) 

children or who live with a partner and are generally responsible for unpaid 

household and care work (van der Lippe et al., 2011) have a greater need 

for home-based work in order to balance work and family, a situation that 

tends to affect more women than men. Also, home-based working is less 

often available to women (Chung, 2019; Lambert and Haley-Lock, 2014; 

Lott and Abendroth, 2020). Thus, the analysis took into account whether 

employees were female (0 = no, 1 = yes), lived with a partner (0 = no, 

1 = yes) and had children (0 = no children, 1 = one child, 2 = two children, 

and 3 = three and more children). The age of the youngest child was taken 

into account by using two dummy variables (ages 0 to 3 years and 4 or 5 

years).  

Finally, we controlled for employees’ age (continuous variable) and migra-

tion background (0 = no, 1 = yes). Access to home-based working might 

depend on seniority, and employees with a migration background often 

have less access to home-based work (Lambert and Haley-Lock, 2014). 

Finally, since the implications of flexible work arrangements differ depend-

ing on an employee’s educational background (Fuller and Hirsh, 2019), we 

controlled for level of education achieved: primary school (1), secondary 

education (2), and university or university of applied sciences (3). (An over-
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view of all the variables used in the analyses for the three-wave sample 

and the second-wave sample can be found in Tables A1 and A2, respec-

tively, in the online Appendix.) 

3.6 Econometric strategy 

To analyze a) how the use of home-based working and the experiences 

with the use of home-based working, i.e. blurred boundaries and improved 

work–life balance, affects commitment (Table 1) and b) how perceived 

managerial trust and perceived managerial fairness affects the experiences 

with home-based working (Table 2), we chose a multilevel mixed-effects 

linear regression model (see Hox, 2017), with robust standard errors using 

the Huber/White/sandwich estimator. We fit the model 

𝑦𝑖𝑗 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑋𝑖𝑗 + 𝑢𝑗 + 𝜖𝑖𝑗 

for i companies and j employees. Finally, trust and fairness were introduced 

as moderator variables for the association between experiences with home-

based working and commitment in the multilevel mixed-effects linear re-

gression model (Table 3).   
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4 Results 

In the sample, almost 16% of the employees worked from home (Table A1). 

The shares of employees who experienced blurred boundaries and who 

experienced an improved work–life balance with home-based working were 

equal with around 8% (Table A1). Table 1 shows the correlations for the 

dependent and explanatory variables used in the study. Home-based work-

ing was positively and significantly related to commitment (r = 0.08, p < 

0.01) as well as the experience of an improved work–life balance with 

home-based working (r = 0.05, p < 0.05). The correlation between experi-

enced blurred boundaries with home-based working and commitment was 

not significant. The correlations between perceived managerial 

trust/fairness and the experiences with home-based working were not or 

only weakly statistically significant. 

Table 1: Correlation matrix 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 Commitment  

2 Home-based working 0.0818  
** 

3 Improved WLB 0.0497 0.6710 
* *** 

4 Blurring boundaries 0.0259 0.6963 0.4577  
*** *** 

5 Perceived managerial trust 0.3717 0.0428 0.0344 -0.0109  
*** * † 

 

6 Perceived managerial fairness 0.2638 0.0271 0.0199 -0.0262 0.4528 
*** *** 

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.10 
Data from LPP 2014/15; N=2,362 

Source: Author’s estimations 

Table 2 shows the regression results. Employees who worked from home 

had a significantly higher organizational commitment (p < 0.01, Model 1). 

This result provides evidence in support of hypothesis H1. However, it is 

assumed that the effect of home-based working depends on the experience 

of blurred boundaries or improved work–life balance. Home-based workers 

who experienced blurred boundaries were significantly less likely to report 

high organizational commitment (p < 0.05, Model 2). This finding confirms 

hypothesis H2A. Employees’ use of home-based work is less likely to be 

related to commitment when it goes hand in hand with the blurring of the 

boundaries between work and personal life.  Experiences of improved 

work–life balance, however, were not found to boost an employee’s com-

mitment. Thus, we found no evidence in support of hypothesis H2B, that 

employees’ use of home-based work is more likely to be related to organi-

zational commitment when it improves work–life balance. 
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Table 2: Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models for commitment 

Model 1 Model 2 

Home-based working 0.036** 0.053** 
(0.013) (0.018) 

Experiences with home-based working

Blurred boundaries −0.046* 
(0.022) 

Improved work–life balance 0.013 
(0.021) 

Controls 

Workplace characteristics yes yes 
Company characteristics yes yes 
Household characteristics yes yes 
Individual characteristics yes yes 

Constant 0.325** 0.326** 
(0.099) (0.099) 

Random-effects parameterssd(constant) 0.056 0.056 
(0.010) (0.218) 

Number of employees    2,362    2,362 

Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models with robust standard errors in parentheses. 
Commitment was the dependent variable. 

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.10 
Data from LPP 2014/15.  

Source: Author’s estimations 

We further assumed that perceived managerial trust and fairness prevents 

home-based workers from experiencing blurred boundaries and promotes 

employees’ experiences of improved work-life balance. The results further 

show that perceived fairness in the supervisor–employee exchange rela-

tionship is negatively associated with home-based workers’ experiences of 

blurred boundaries (p < 0.01, Model 1, Table 3). This provides evidence to 

support hypothesis H4A, that a fair exchange relationship between employ-

ee and supervisor prevents a home-based worker’s experiences of blurred 

boundaries. Fairness in the exchange relationship would imply a balanced 

realization of the flexibility interests of both the supervisor and the employ-

ee. In contrast, a lack of fairness indicates that the supervisor’s flexibility 

interests outweigh those of the employee. In this case, a lack of fairness 

seems to mean that employees use home-based work so they can work 

longer hours in order to meet high work demands and not to achieve work–

life balance. Trust and fairness, however, do not have statistically signifi-

cant effects on home-based workers’ experiences of improved work–life 

balance (Table 3, Model 2). Home-based workers who do not experience 
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improved work–life balance may be able to simply maintain but not improve 

their work–life balance or gain other advantages through home-based 

working that equally encourage their commitment when compared with 

home-based workers who do experience improved work–life balance.  

Table 3: Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models for experienced blurred boundaries 
and experienced improved work–life balance with home-based working 

Experienced  
blurred boundaries 

Experienced improved 
work–life balance 

Model 1 Model 2 

Perceived managerial trust -0.001 0.002 
(0.002) (0.003) 

Perceived managerial fairness -0.025† -0.002 
(0.013) (0.013) 

Controls 

Workplace characteristics yes yes 

Company characteristics yes yes 

Household characteristics yes yes 

Individual characteristics yes yes 

Constant -0.138 -0.265** 
(0.099) (0.092) 

Random-effects parameters 

sd(constant) 0.029 0.040 
(0.015) (0.018) 

Number of employees   2,362  2,362 
Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models with robust standard errors.  
Model 1: Experienced blurred boundaries with home-based working was the dependent variable;  
Model 2: Experienced improved work–life balance with home-based working was the dependent variable. 

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.10 
Data from LPP 2014/15 

Source: Author’s estimations 

Table 4 shows the results for perceived managerial trust and fairness, 

which were integrated as moderators for the relationship between the expe-

rienced with home-based working and organizational commitment. The 

interaction term between improved work-life balance with home-based 

working and perceived managerial trust is not statistically significant (Mod-

el 1). The interaction between improved work-life balance with home-based 

working and perceived managerial fairness is statistically significant 

(p < 0.05, Model 2), but the predictive margins for improved work-life bal-

ance with (0.65) and without perceived fairness (0.60) are not significantly 

different according to the chi-squared-test. Hypotheses H3B and H4B have 

not been confirmed — trust and fairness in the supervisor–employee ex-
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change relationship do not reinforce the positive implications of the use of 

home-based work with respect to organizational commitment. 

The interaction terms for experienced blurred boundaries with home-based 

working and perceived trust as well as perceived fairness are statistically 

significant (with perceived trust: p < 0.05, Model 3; with perceived fairness: 

p < 0.10, Model 4). Trust in the supervisor–employee exchange relationship 

associated with a less negative effect of blurred boundaries with home-

based working on commitment. The predictive margins for blurred bounda-

ries and no perceived trust are 0.49, for blurred boundaries and the highest 

level of trust 0.65. The predictive margins are significantly different accord-

ing to the chi-squared-test (p < 0.10). Fairness in the supervisor–employee 

exchange relationship also associated with a less negative effect of blurred 

boundaries with home-based working on commitment. The predictive mar-

gins for blurred boundaries and no perceived fairness are 0.54, for blurred 

boundaries and fairness 0.62. The predictive margins are significantly dif-

ferent according to the chi-squared-test (p < 0.05). Hypotheses H4B and 

H4C have been confirmed— trust and fairness in the supervisor–employee 

exchange relationship reduces the negative implications of the use of 

home-based work with respect to organizational commitment. 
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Table 4: Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models for commitment, with interaction terms between the experiences 
with home-based work and perceived managerial trust /fairness 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

Home-based working 0. 040* 0.047** 0.037* 0.043* 
(0.018) (0.017) (0.018) (0.017) 

Experiences with home-based working 

Blurred boundaries -0.025 -0.033 0.232* 0.232 
(0.022) (0.023) (0.094) (0.035) 

Improved work–life balance 0.113 0.011 0.008 0.011 
(0.100) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021) 

Perceived managerial trust 0.051*** 0.053*** 
(0.002) (0.002) 

Perceived managerial fairness 0.146*** 0.146*** 
(0.012) (0.012) 

Blurred boundaries × perceived managerial 
trust -0.033** 

(0.011) 

Blurred boundaries × perceived managerial 
fairness -0.068† 

(0.038) 

Improved work–life balance × perceived 
managerial trust -0.013 

(0.012) 

Improved work–life balance × perceived 
managerial fairness -0.089* 

(0.036) 

Controls 

Workplace characteristics yes yes yes yes 

Company characteristics yes yes yes yes 

Household characteristics yes yes yes yes 

Individual characteristics yes yes yes yes 

Constant -0.120 0.201* -0.014* 0.196* 
(0.090) (0.098) (0.090) (0.098) 

Random-effects parameters 

sd(constant) 0.039 0.045 0.039 0.046 
(0.010) (0.010) (0.010) (0.010) 

Number of employees   2,362   2,362   2,362   2,362 
Multilevel mixed-effects linear regression models with robust standard errors in parentheses. Commitment was 
the dependent variable.  

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; †p < 0.10 
Data from LPP 2014/15. 

Source: Author’s estimations 
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5 Discussion 

Work organizations are increasingly under pressure to offer home-based 

working as a work arrangement that can facilitate the integration of em-

ployees’ work and personal lives. However, studies have provided mixed 

evidence as to whether investment in home-based working by employers is 

a business case in which workers respond with greater commitment to the 

organization (for a review, see de Menezes and Kelliher, 2011). The aim of 

our research was to investigate different forms of the implementation of 

home-based working and their different implications for organizational 

commitment.  

First, we concluded that, overall, the use of home-based working is associ-

ated with greater organizational commitment. This aligns with social ex-

change theory and the norm of reciprocity (Blau, 1964), as well as with the 

concept of the psychological contract (Rousseau 1995; Schaufeli 2006), 

which indicates that employees increase their organizational commitment in 

return for supportive resources provided by the work organization. This 

seems to be the case, since the use of home-based working serves em-

ployees’ self-interest in achieving a better work–life balance (Casper and 

Harris, 2008; Lind and Tyler, 1988). Indeed, characterizing home-based 

working as a resource for improving one’s work–life balance has a long 

tradition in this area of research. It has been argued that home-based work-

ing reduces work–life conflicts because it saves time and thus allows for 

travel that can be used for other private obligations and because it involves 

greater work autonomy, which allows employees to reschedule work in 

such a way that they can react to both predictable and unpredictable de-

mands within the family domain (Abendroth and den Dulk, 2011; Bakker 

and Demerouti, 2007; Kossek et al., 2006). 

In taking a closer look at these assumptions, we also concluded that home-

based working is less likely to result in a greater organizational commitment 

when employees experience blurred boundaries as a consequence. It ap-

pears that this experience of having difficulties in drawing boundaries be-

tween one’s work and personal life domains is the result not only of working 

and living in the same location (Clark, 2000; Kossek et al., 2006) but also of 

the nature of the supervisor–employee exchange dynamics with regard to 

trust and fairness. Whereas perceived trust in the supervisor–employee 

relation is of no importance when it comes to home-based workers’ experi-

ences of blurred boundaries, perceived fairness in this relationship is asso-

ciated with a lower likelihood of such experiences. This finding suggests 

that blurred boundaries also seem to be one result of exchange dynamics 

whereby employees respond to the option of working at home to some ex-

tent by increasing their work investment, in terms of time and energy spent, 

as a way of proving that they are productive in the home setting (Abendroth 

and Reimann, 2018; Chung, 2019; Lott and Chung, 2016).  

Our results align more with the argument that fairness in the exchange rela-

tionship will increase the likelihood of implementing home-based working 

that considers the flexibility interests of both employers and employees 

equally. A lack of fairness makes blurred boundaries with home-based 

working more likely because it implies that the flexibility interests of the em-
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ployer outweigh those of the employee. Indeed, previous research indicates 

that employers use home-based working to render workers more accessi-

ble within highly demanding work cultures and to satisfy high-performance 

work strategies, reflecting an exaggerated ideal worker norm (Abendroth 

and Reimann, 2018; Appelbaum et al., 2000; Cha and Weeden, 2014; 

Chung, 2019; Godard, 2001; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010; White et al. 

2003). 

Our findings further align with the evidence of the moderating role of the 

supervisor for the implications of home-based working when it comes to an 

employee’s work commitment (Choi, 2018; Wang and Walumbwa, 2007). 

We found that trust and fairness in the exchange relationship between em-

ployee and supervisor moderate the implications of home-based working 

for commitment. Trust and fairness in the exchange relationship reduce the 

negative implications of the use of home-based work, i.e. blurring of 

boundaries, for organizational commitment.   

Future research will be needed to obtain more detailed information con-

cerning the social exchange dynamics involved when flexible working ar-

rangements are implemented. This study found no evidence to support the 

argument that experiences of an improved work–life balance with home-

based working increases employees’ organizational commitment. Also, 

trust and fairness in the supervisor–employee exchange relationship were 

not found to promote experiences of improved work–life balance as a result 

of home-based working. Employees who report neither an increase in 

blurred boundaries nor an improved work–life balance may benefit in other 

ways from home-based working and that these benefits, in addition to im-

proved work–life balance, are equally likely when trust and fairness are 

present. Quantitative and qualitative data are needed that can reveal the 

mechanisms of social exchange not only between employees and supervi-

sors but also between employees and their coworkers, whose work can be 

affected by others’ use of flexible working arrangements (Golden, 2007; 

van der Lippe and Lippényi, 2019). Finally, more extensive longitudinal data 

are needed for future research in order to investigate changes in employ-

ees’ flexible working arrangements and their effects on organizational 

commitment as well as on the issue of work–life balance. Also, personality 

traits must be measured in order to account for the different segmenta-

tion/integration preferences (Ashforth et al., 2000) as well as the various of 

heavy work investment (Snir and Harpaz, 2012). 

Nevertheless, the present study contributes to our understanding of the 

social exchange dynamics of flexible working arrangements and organiza-

tional commitment, thereby extending the theoretical concept of the gift 

exchange relationship (Chung, 2019; Kelliher and Anderson, 2010). This 

concept assumes that employees increase their work investments in time 

and energy in return for the privilege of home-based working, thanks to 

their supervisor. This exchange dynamic, however, is shaped by trust and 

fairness in the supervisor–employee relationship. Employees seem to re-

spond by working more intensely primarily when they feel they are not 

trusted to be productive at home or when they perceive the relationship 

with their supervisor to be unfair—that is, when flexible working arrange-

ments are implemented only to satisfy the flexibility interests of the 
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employer. This unbalanced exchange relation has two consequences: first, 

employees experience blurred boundaries when they adopt the flexible 

working arrangement; and second, employees who experience blurred 

boundaries associated with flexible working arrangements show a lower 

organizational commitment. Thus, when the supervisor–employee ex-

change dynamics are unbalanced (i.e., characterized by a lack of trust and 

fairness), employees respond by intensifying their work but do not increase 

their organizational commitment.  

Another theoretical implication of this study is that it highlights the crucial 

role of perceived fairness in social exchange relations at the workplace. So 

far, most studies (e.g., Choi, 2018; Kossek et al., 2006; Thompson et al., 

1999) have shown that supervisory support shapes the outcomes of flexible 

working arrangements. Choi (2018) further emphasized the importance of 

trust for the successful implementation of flexible working arrangements. 

Fairness seems to be another important resource for social exchange rela-

tions. In a fair social exchange relationship, employees provide their labor 

(performance) and receive compensation in return, such as incomes, job 

security, opportunities for promotion, and prestige (Chan and Goldthorpe, 

2007; Diewald, 2007; Rousseau, 1995; Siegrist and Theorell, 2006), which 

is in line with social exchange theory (Blau, 1964). The present study sug-

gests that a fair return also includes flexibility that will satisfy the interest of 

the employees. Such employee-oriented flexibility is part of the support that 

supervisors or employers offer to employees and that are—besides money 

and status—crucial resources in social exchange relations (Foa and Foa, 

1980). 

In addition to these theoretical implications, we can also draw policy impli-

cations from our results. First, in order to establish the business case in 

which flexible work arrangements are to the benefit of employers in terms 

of employees’ organizational commitment (de Menezes and Kelliher, 2011; 

den Dulk et al., 2012), their implementation must take into consideration 

employees’ interests and avoid blurring the boundaries between employ-

ees’ work and personal lives. Second, trustworthy and fair relationships 

between supervisors and employees must be developed, for example by 

training supervisors in handling employees’ requests for flexibility and the 

challenges they face in balancing work and personal life. This is also es-

sential to avoid high turnover rates, because employees who experience 

blurred boundaries are at greater risk of quitting their jobs (Blomme et al., 

2010; Haar, 2004). And third, in addition to income, job security, opportuni-

ties for promotion, and prestige, employees’ interests include flexible work-

ing arrangements as an integral part of fairness in supervisor–employee 

exchange dynamics. In light of workers’ increasing demands for work–life 

balance in many countries (Delina and Prabhakara Raya, 2013; Kinman 

and Jones, 2008), employers can expect that employee-oriented flexibility 

will come to play an even more important role in the future. Employers and 

supervisors must increasingly adapt to this growing need and demand for 

flexible working arrangements in order to enhance work–life balance. 
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Appendix 

Table A1: Variables of the Analysis of Commitment, part 1 

Variable Percent (Mean*) Std. Dev. Min Max 
Home-based working     15.87 0 1 
Work commitment      0.63*         0.23 0 1 
Experiences with home-based working 

    Blurring boundaries      8.38 0 1 
    Improved work-life balance      7.83 0 1 
Perceived managerial trust      7.57*         1.77 2 10 
Perceived managerial fairness     75.44 0 1 
Female employees     24.17 0 1 
Wite collar employees     59.77 0 1 
Leadership position     31.2 0 1 
Contractual working time     36.31*         6.07 4 90 
Wages above the collectively agreed pay scale     22.18 0 1 
Pre-tax monthly wages  3781.55* 10575.07 399 500,000 
Fixed-term contracts      3.04 0 1 
Functional areas 

   Production     46.64 0 1 
   Sales/marketing     10.07 0 1 
   Cross-divisional function/administration     13.88 0 1 
   Services     30.39 0 1 
Sector 

   Manufacturing industries     32.77 0 1 
   Metal/electronics/automotive industries     39.11 0 1 
   Retail/transport/media sectors     10.79 0 1 
   Business services/financial services     11.04 0 1 
   Information, communications, other         services      6.26 0 1 
Region 

   North     15.71 0 1 
   East     21.16 0 1 
   South     28.78 0 1 
   West     34.33 0 1 
Establishment size 

   0–99 employees     10.67 0 1 
   100-249 employees     24.76 0 1 
   250-499 employees     25.61 0 1 
   >=500 employees     38.95 0 1 
Living with a partner in one household     82.38 0 1 
Number of children 

   No child     57.75 0 1 
   One child     23.45 0 1 
   Two children     16.00 0 1 
   Three and more childeren      2.79 0 1 
Age of youngest child (0-3 years)     11.04 0 1 
Age of youngest child (4 to 5 years)     16.46 0 1 
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Table A1: Variables of the Analysis of Commitment, part 2 

Variable Percent (Mean*) Std. Dev. Min Max 
Education 

   Primary school     25.57 
   Secondary education     44.32 0 1 
   University/ applied sciences     30.10 0 1 
Age     44.92*         9.41 18 65 
Migration background     18.71 0 1 

Note: LPP 2014/15; N=2,362 

Source: Author’s estimations 
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