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The dim flicker of a laptop buzzes against the dark room. The rest of world is getting ready to 
turn it off for the evening, but not you. With deadlines approaching, you try and squeeze every 
last drop out of your busy work day. Your relationship with your spouse is on the rocks right 
now for working too much. You reassure yourself that things will get better after you meet your 
deadline, but are there consequences for this neglect that you aren’t realizing? 

In today’s society, being busy is a badge of honor awarded to those who are important enough to 
contribute 60-80+ hours a week to the cause of their organization. This concept of Americans 
being workaholics is nothing new; however the traditional office work space has now been ruled 
obsolete. No longer is work contained by four walls that distinguish work life from personal life. 
The lines are blurred, and we often have a hard time separating work from home. The two have 
become intertwined like ivy on a tree branch. What you may not have considered is how working 
from home might affect your spouse. Our research suggests that the use of mobile technology for 
work purposes during family time has been found to negatively affect employees’ work and 
family lives.  

Three hundred forty-four married couples were surveyed throughout our research. All 
participants worked full time and used mobile devices at home for work.  

Our findings follow three logical arguments: 

 

Working at Home Causes Conflict 

Working from home is inherent in real estate. Stanford recently released a study that showed 
employees who worked from home had increased productivity, fewer sick days, and took less 

1
• Working at home during family time causes conflict.

2
• Conflict results in relationship tension between spouses.

3
• Relationship tension causes spouse to experience reduced job satisfaction and 

performance.
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time off (Mautz 2018). Yet, like most things, moderation is key. Problems begin when work 
begins to bleed into your home life.  

Research shows that when a mobile device is used for work during family time—for e-mail in 
particular—the individual’s ability to recover from work is compromised (O’Driscoll et al. 2010; 
Sonnentag & Bayer 2005). Working during family time also steals energy and focus away from 
family matters, which results in a plethora of issues, including internal stress and conflict among 
spouses. To clarify, working from home can boost productivity as long as it is conducted during 
business hours. When work is done through a mobile device during family time, it contributes to 
work conflict crossing over into the family domain. 

Conflict Causes Relationship Tension 

When work tasks are taken home, so are the conflicts that go along with them. This is especially 
true in high-stress, high-pressure industries such as real estate. Conflict often results in a loss of 
personal resources such as time, attention, and energy, which in turn leads to relationship tension 
as stress is placed on the partnership. Occasional disagreement is healthy in a relationship; 
however, constant stress can lead to negative outcomes, such as isolation and separation for the 
spouse. 

Tension Affects the Spouse’s Work Outcomes Too 

When there is tension at home, it can be hard for the spouse to focus on his or her own work 
during the day due to constantly ruminating on prior conversations and thus being unable to 
concentrate on work tasks. Our research shows that as the spouse employs resources to address 
the tension, fewer resources are available to dedicate to the spouse’s work domain. People often 
compartmentalize their life by sorting problems into little boxes such as “work” and “family,” 
but keeping them separate is harder than it seems. Our research shows that when family conflict 
spills over into the work domain, the spouse experiences a decrease in job satisfaction as well as 
a decrease in job performance.  

Implications 

In today’s ultra-competitive business 
environment, we often try to squeeze 
every last hour out of the day in order to 
get in one last email or one last call. 
However, we don’t stop and think about 
how that last email might impact the 
ones closest to us, and we certainely 
don’t think that it might negatively 
impact our spouse’s job performance. 
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Time management is crucial in making sure you have the time and energy to devote to your 
family. For real estate agents, setting boundaries with your clients may be a good start. Setting 
guidelines for times when you are and are not available to respond to texts or email help may 
reduce your temptation to work during family time. It could also help to sit down Sunday 
evening and schedule out time to be present with your family. Block out time to have dinner. But 
most importantly, make sure that the mobile device is locked and put away so you are present 
both physically and mentally. That last email isn’t going anywhere.  

Recommended Reading 

Carlson, Dawn S., Merideth J. Thompson, Wayne S. Crawford, Wendy R. Boswell, and Dwayne 
Whitten (2018), “Your Job Is Messing With Mine! The Impact of Mobile Device Use for Work 
During Family Time on the Spouse’s Work Life,” Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, 
23(4), 471-482. 

References 

Green, Stephen G., Rebecca A. Bull Schaefer, Shelley M. MacDermid, and Howard M. Weiss 
(2011), “Partner Reactions to Work-to-Family Conflict: Cognitive Appraisal and Indirect 
Crossover in Couples,” Journal of Management, 37, 744-769.  

Mautz, Scott (2018), “A 2-Year Stanford Study Shows the Astonishing Productivity Boost of 
Working From Home,” Inc. https://www.inc.com/scott-mautz/a-2-year-stanford-study-shows-
astonishing-productivity-boost-of-working-from-home.html 

O’Driscoll, Michael P., Paula Brough, Carolyn Timms, and Sukanlaya Sawang (2010), 
“Engagement with Information and Communication Technology and Psychological Well-
Being.” In Pamela L. Perrewé and Daniel C. Ganster (Eds.), New Developments in Theoretical 
and Conceptual Approaches to Job Stress, London, United Kingdom: Emerald Group Publishing 
Limited.  

Sonnentag, Sabine and Ute-Vera Bayer (2005), “Switching off Mentally: Predictors and 
Consequences of Psychological Detachment from Work During Off-Job Time,” Journal of 
Occupational Health Psychology, 10, 393-414.  

About the Authors 

Dawn S. Carlson, PhD 
Professor of Management and Entrepreneurship, Baylor University 
Dr. Dawn Carlson’s (PhD – Florida State University) research focuses on workplace issues, such 
as abusive bosses and working mothers. Her work has been published in numerous journals such 
as the Journal of Applied Psychology, Journal of Management, and the Journal of Business 
Ethics.  

https://www.inc.com/scott-mautz/a-2-year-stanford-study-shows-astonishing-productivity-boost-of-working-from-home.html


 
 
 

Trouble in Paradise: How Working at Home may Negatively Affect Spouse’s Work Productivity 

Keller Center Research Report 
March 2019, Volume 12, Issue 1 

Merideth J. Thompson, PhD 
Associate Professor, Utah State University 
Dr. Merideth Thompson’s (PhD – Vanderbilt University) research focuses on two main areas: 
bad employee behaviour and the work-family interface. She is particularly interested in how 
abusive supervision and workplace incivility cross over to affect an employee’s family 
experiences. Her work has been published in numerous journals including the Journal of Applied 
Psychology and the Journal of Organizational Behavior.  

Wayne S. Crawford, PhD 
Assistant Professor of Management, The University of Texas at Arlington 
Dr. Wayne Crawford’s (PhD – The University of Alabama) research focuses on the work-life 
interface, organizational politics, leadership, and research methods. His research has appeared in 
journals such as the Journal of Occupational Health Psychology, Journal of Business and 
Psychology, and Journal of Managerial Psychology.  

Wendy R. Boswell, PhD 
Department Head and Jerry and Kay Cox Professor of Management, Texas A&M 
University 
Dr. Wendy Boswell’s (PhD – Cornell University) research focuses on employee turnover and 
retention, job search behavior, and the work-nonwork interface. Her research has appeared in 
various scholarly and practitioner journals, and she serves on the editorial boards for several 
academic jobs. She has also served as Associate Editor for Personnel Psychology and Human 
Resource Management.  

Dwayne Whitten, PhD 
Clinical Associate Professor, Texas A&M University 
Dr. Dwayne Whitten’s (PhD – Louisana Tech University) research focuses on IT sourcing, 
cybersecurity, supply chain security, and work-life balance. His research has appeared in 
numerous publications including Harvard Business Review, Journal of Applied Psychology, and 
Journal of Operations Management.  
 



Keller Center Research Report
Baylor University  »  Keller Center for Research  »  Hankamer School of Business

One Bear Place #98007  »  Waco, TX 76798
www.baylor.edu/kellercenter  » Keller_Center@baylor.edu

Keller Center Research Report is a trademark owned by Baylor University.
© Baylor University. All rights reserved.


