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This participant explained that although not being present for social commitments can have 

consequences, such as a fine for not actively participating in an iddir, she gives priority to her work 

and tries to find time and ways to fulfil her community roles outside of work. 

In summary, for women, participating in community activities and fulfilling social 

obligations interfere with their work and family responsibilities. Some of the women admitted that 

they close their businesses so that they can attend a social crisis, help out a friend, or attend a 

funeral during the work day. The respondents indicated that the interference is bidirectional, as 

their work and family responsibilities also affect their ability to participate in some of the 

community roles. Some women appear to decide not to take part in some of the community 

activities because of lack of time to spare from their other life and work responsibilities. 

 

2.4   Discussion and Conclusion 

The study identified the different social roles that women have to play in the community domain 

and established that some of these roles are more of an obligation than others and cannot be easily 

avoided. The community roles that the women engage in can be broadly classified into two types. 

The first category is those activities that society expects them to fulfil and that the women feel a 

strong obligation to fulfil, such as attending funerals and participating in associations like iddirs. 

The second category involves activities that the women choose to perform, mostly of their free 

will, such as faith-related responsibilities, serving in the community administration, acting as a 

role model for youth, and contributing professionally to society.  

Among these roles (both categories), those most stressed by the participants are attending 

funerals and participating in associated activities to provide comfort for the bereaved. All of the 

interviewees stressed that attending funerals, paying their respects to the deceased, comforting 

grieving neighbours or community members, providing domestic support for the bereaved and 

serving visitors to the home of the bereaved during the days after the funeral are activities that they 

are expected to do by community members. This finding is also supported by (Aryee, 2005), who 

describes the work-family context in sub-Saharan Africa, where he found that social life involving 

extended family takes up a significant amount of time and energy. For instance, he reported that 

mourning may take up to two months, depending on the strength of the relationship. 

For the women in our study, participating in voluntary community associations called 
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employment in African countries, where the top five ranked countries in terms of domestic 

employment are in the sub-Saharan region (ILO, 2013).  

In view of the above, hired domestic help are an important resource in the home domain 

and facilitate the management of work-life roles for working individuals (Fu & Shaffer, 2001; 

Muasya, 2014). The job demands and resources model (Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & 

Schaufeli, 2001) identifies resources as aspects of a domain that lessen the negative impacts of 

demanding situations originating from that domain. The work-life balance experiences of women 

entrepreneurs in less developed countries reveal that women receive support from hired domestic 

workers in taking care of major household responsibilities (Gudeta & Van Engen, 2017b; Lee Siew 

Kim & Seow Ling, 2001; Muasya, 2014; Rehman & Azam Roomi, 2012).  

According to boundary theory, people manage their work and life roles by building, 

maintaining and constantly transitioning between their work and life domains (Ashforth, Kreiner, 

& Fugate, 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996). They do so using boundary segmenting or integrating 

strategies, which are understood as existing on a continuum (Nippert-Eng, 1996). Having 

instrumental support in the household that eases the pressure of domestic and care responsibilities 

can enable individuals to segment their family roles so that they do not interfere with their work 

responsibilities (Mari, Poggesi, & De Vita, 2016), affording them the ability to focus on and the 

time to fulfil business roles, which may enhance their performance in their business (Eddleston & 

Powell, 2012; Powell & Eddleston, 2017).  

However, not all studies confirm the benefits of hired help. Some have found that not only 

the availability, but also the quality, of these hired domestic help determine their impact on the 

work-life experiences of individuals (Fu & Shaffer, 2001; Muasya & Martin, 2016; Shaffer, Joplin, 

Francesco, & Lau, 2005). For example, women entrepreneurs have to manage domestic help 

workers and, consequently, their business activities are often interrupted by home issues (Gudeta 

& Van Engen, 2017b). More generally, rather than being able to focus on their business and segment 

the boundaries between work and non-work, these entrepreneurs need to allow the boundaries 

between work and non-work to be highly flexible and permeable, which can increase life-to-work 

conflict (Reynolds & Renzulli, 2005). Despite this, in most changing urban and big cities in Africa, 

such as in Ethiopia, where there is less access to formal child care facilities (Mengistu, 2012) and 

less support from extended family or relatives (Aryee, 2005), hiring domestic help is often a 
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resources investigate their effects on or through family-to-work enrichment (or enhancement), by 

arguing that resources generated from home will have a positive spill-over effect on the functioning 

of the work domain (Ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). In a similar vein, it can be argued that 

home resources can have a negative relationship with home-interfering-with-work, ultimately 

leading to positive business outcomes, such as business satisfaction. Thus, it is hypothesised that: 

 

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between having hired domestic help and business satisfaction is 

mediated by family-to-work conflict. 

 

Moderation role of enacted segmentation and gender in the indirect relationship between hiring 
domestic help and business satisfaction    

According to boundary management theory (Ashforth et al., 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996), 

people create, maintain and transition in their lives between the spatial, temporal and psychological 

boundaries that exist between their work and home. To manage their interrelated work and life 

roles, individuals may be found at a point on a continuum from segmenting (complete separation 

of domains) to integrating (where both are one and the same) their work life roles (Ashforth et al., 

2000; Clark, 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996).  

Segmentation is often considered to be at the positive end of the integration-segmentation 

continuum, indicating that more segmentation of work-life roles is beneficial and/or results in 

positive work-life outcomes (see for a review, Allen, Cho, & Meier, 2014). Individuals who can 

segment their roles may benefit from low cross-domain interruptions, allowing for better 

functioning in the other domain. However, in daily practice, integration is often chosen to fulfil the 

demands from the often demanding entrepreneurial work-role (Ezzedeen & Zikic, 2015) as well as 

those from the family-role, which is facilitated by the enhanced autonomy and flexibility allowed 

by entrepreneurship (Annink & Den Dulk, 2012).  

Even though integration is enabled by entrepreneurship, it may create work-life conflict 

through the blurring of boundaries and the associated interruptions originating from work and life 

domains. Olson-Buchanan and Boswell (2006) explain that individuals who integrate create more 

permeable and flexible boundaries between work and non-work, leading to higher work-family 

conflict (Kossek, Ruderman, Braddy, & Hannum, 2012). Lewis (2003) asserts that managerial or 
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domestic help, as they may be required to interrupt their work roles and integrate to provide 

assistance, supervision and support to enable hired domestic help fulfil their support role.    

In general, separating business and life roles may be challenging for women in Ethiopia, 

and other sub-Saharan African countries, because of the prevailing normative role expectations and 

the nature of entrepreneurship. However, in this study it is assume that having hired domestic help 

enables women entrepreneurs to obtain relief from their domestic and care responsibilities, reducing 

the negative interference of their life/family domain in their work domain, motivating them to spend 

more time and energy (less stress) on their business activities, which may result in more business 

satisfaction. This conflict reducing effect is aggravated when women entrepreneurs manage to keep 

strong boundaries between work and non-work domains.  

For men, however, who are structurally and culturally allowed to prioritise their business 

role over their roles outside the work domain, and who are mostly not expected to provide support 

in domestic and care roles (Muasya, 2014), having hired help does not result in much change in 

terms of their work-life experiences and, hence, does not have much impact on their perceived 

business satisfaction. Taken together this reasoning leads to the expectation that gender will 

moderate the moderated effect of enacted segmentation on family-to-work conflict. This 

expectation is only relevant to this research if it can be extended to expecting that this moderated 

moderation effect will also reveal itself in the indirect effect of hired domestic help on business 

satisfaction. The following arguments subscribe to such expectation. 

Normative gender role beliefs and expectations impact on the work-life experiences of 

individuals (Van Engen et al., 2012).   Powell and colleagues (2009) posit that work-family conflict 

may be more pronounced in patriarchal societies, where women are expected to assume normative 

gender roles. Studies also indicate that women face more interference from the home/family domain 

than men as a result of the role demands they experience from the home domain (Loscocco, 1997; 

Pleck, 1977). The disproportional distribution of domestic roles on the household, and the limited 

instrumental support that women entrepreneurs get in the family domain (compared to men), 

negatively affects their work-life experiences (Drew & Humbert, 2012; Eddleston & Powell, 2012).   

Thus, as women (entrepreneurs) are impacted more by family-related issues than their male 

counterparts, a lot remains to be researched (Kirkwood & Tootell, 2008; Shelton, 2006), 

particularly, to understand the consequences of such interruptions for their business outcomes. The 
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attention that women give, and are expected to give, to their family roles may negatively impact on 

their business outcomes (Eddleston & Powell, 2012).  

This may be more true for women entrepreneurs in the developing world, such as in the 

study context of Ethiopia, where there are a multiple role demands on women. Such role demands 

are not easily fulfilled without support and other resources (such as labour saving appliances in the 

household) that facilitate the fulfilment of such roles. These, however, are lacking in Ethiopia, and 

most sub-Saharan African countries (Aryee, 2005; Zewdie & Associates, 2002). Thus, the difficulty 

of managing family and business roles may result in more conflict for women entrepreneurs and, 

ultimately, affect their business outcomes. In contrast, men entrepreneurs can easily prioritise their 

business role so that they have less or (in most cases in the sub-Saharan African context) no 

responsibility for domestic roles. Thus, it is argued in this study that, as women have more domestic 

role demands than men, the availability of domestic help, which facilitates the higher segmentation 

of family from business roles, will ease the FWC for women entrepreneurs more than for their male 

counterparts. This in turn will result in more business satisfaction for women than men.   Therefore, 

the following is hypothesised: 

 

Hypothesis 3: The indirect effect of having hired domestic help on business satisfaction, as 

specified in hypothesis 2, is moderated by enacted segmentation of life from work such that with 

increasing levels of enacted segmentation the indirect effect of hired domestic help becomes 

stronger, as enacted segmentation moderates the effect of hired domestic help on family-to-work 

conflict. This moderated mediation effect in itself is also moderated, as it is expected to be stronger 

for women than for men. 

 

If gender does not moderate the moderated indirect effect, the model should be simplified by using 

enacted segmentation as the only moderator. Hypothesis 3 would then be restricted to the first 

part of the sentence. 
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questionnaire was introduced with a more elaborate instruction than in the original English survey 

instrument. The final questionnaire then was administered by the author and seven research 

assistants. In the initial phase, the author and the assistants did the interviews together (a total of 12 

interviews). The author conducted 29 interviews, whereas the assistants conducted 15 to 29 

interviews each. On average, the interviews lasted 30 to 120 minutes. 

Initially, a list of 11,615 businesses operating in and around Merkato, the largest open-air 

market in Africa and the hub for business operations (particularly in the wholesale and retail trade 

sector) in Ethiopia was obtained from Addis Ketema Sub-city Trade Office. On this list, 2,086 of 

the business owners were women and 9,529 men. Using the list, random sampling was attempted 

to collect data, but not many of the entrepreneurs approached agreed to participate, mainly because 

of lack of trust by the business owners, as they suspected that the data collection may be a covert 

attempt by tax authorities to gather information on their business operations (Gobena & Van Dijke, 

2017, p. 2 ). Therefore, in addition to using random sampling, participants were recruited through 

personal contacts (people known to the data collectors), through acquaintances (not personally 

known to the data collectors) and using the snowball method. Out of the 174 respondents, 29 (17%) 

interviews were conducted with randomly-selected businesses, 130 (74%) participants were 

recruited through personal contacts and acquaintances, and the remaining 15 (7%) were recruited 

using the snowballing method. 

From the overall sample, 91 (51%) of the respondents were men and 86 (49%) were women. 

Their ages ranged from 19 to 68 years, with a mean of 36.5 and standard deviation of 9.7. Regarding 

marital status, 98 (55%) were married, 45 (25%) were single, 21 (12%) were in a relationship, but 

not living together, 3 (2%) were widowed and 2 (1%) were divorced. Among the participants, 101 

(57%) had children. A total of 118 (67%) respondents had at least one hired domestic help in the 

household, of which 104 reported having live-in help. How long the hired domestic help had been 

with the household ranged from 1 month to 15 years, with a mean of 2.2 and standard deviation of 

2.4 years. Among the entrepreneurs, 30 (28%) had a bachelors, masters or PhD, 25 (23%) had a 

college diploma, 31 (29%) had completed secondary education, 18 (17%) had completed 

elementary education or technical/vocational training, and 3 (3%) did not have any formal 

education. The majority of respondents 98 (55%) were in trade, owning a retail store for 

clothing/shoes/accessories, mobile devices and electronics products, household items, and the like. 
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Table 4.2 Test of the indirect effect of HDH on BS through FWC, moderated by ES 
Index of Moderated Mediation 

Model tested without control variables  Model tested with control variables 

Mediator Effect se 

95% confidence 
interval 

 

Effect se 

95% confidence 
interval 

Low High  Low High 
FWI 0.024 0.016 0.002 0.069  0.025 0.016 0.002 0.069 
          
          
Direct effect of HDH on BS 

Model tested without Control Variables  Model tested with control variables 

 
Effect se 

95% confidence 
interval 

 

Effect se 

95% confidence 
interval 

Low High  Low High 
Direct effect of HDH     
   on BS 0.210 0.112 -0.011 0.432 

 
0.056 0.128 -0.198 0.309 

   P-value=   0.0627     P-value = 0. 0.6658 
          
Conditional indirect effect(s) of HDH on BS through FWI at different levels of ES 
 

Different levels of 
ES 

Model tested without control variables 
 Model tested with control variables (age, 

gender, parental status and business type) 

Indirect 
effect se 

95% Confidence 
interval 

 
Indirect 
effect se 

95% Confidence 
interval 

Low High  Low High 
P10 

 

-0.019 0.041 -0.121 0.048  -0.024 0.047 -0.136 0.053 
-1SD from the mean -0.010 0.036 -0.095 0.054  -0.014 0.042 -0.115 0.057 
P25 0.005 0.030 -0.056 0.069  0.001 0.035 -0.074 0.070 
P50 (Median) 0.011 0.028 -0.041 0.074  0.007 0.033 -0.058 0.077 
Mean 0.026 0.025 -0.013 0.089  0.023 0.030 -0.030 0.090 
P75 0.046 0.028 0.005 0.119  0.050 0.031 0.004 0.127 
+1SD from the mean 0.062 0.033 0.011 0.144  0.060 0.034 0.007 0.140 
P90 0.082 0.044 0.015 0.198  0.081 0.042 0.017 0.190 
          

 

In summary, the overall effect of HDH on BS was modest, but consistent, with what we 

expected in Hypothesis 1. Both Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 are partially confirmed. As far as 

Hypothesis 3 is concerned, it was found that ES moderated the indirect effect of HDH on BS 



110 

  

through FWC, as expected, but no evidence was found that gender moderated this moderation 

mediation process. Furthermore mediation was not observed at all levels of ES, thus rejecting the 

overall mediation hypothesis defined in Hypothesis 2. However, a mediation effect was found, as 

expected, at higher levels of the moderator ES. As such, this partially confirms Hypothesis 2. 

 

4.5 Discussion and Conclusion 

Discussion 

Women entrepreneurship studies suggest that work-family role challenges and the way women 

manage their work-life roles may explain the performance gap between the businesses run by men 

and those run by women entrepreneurs (Jennings & McDougald, 2007). The available work-family 

studies mostly report the experiences of women and men entrepreneurs in the Western context, 

overlooking non-Western, and particularly sub-Saharan African, contexts. One particular 

characteristic of families in sub-Saharan Africa is the presence of HDH, which offer instrumental 

support for working families to fulfil domestic and care roles. The present study focused on 

investigating the role of HDH as a home resource in predicting BS through the reduction of FWC, 

moderated by ES and gender. A total of 174 men and women entrepreneurs were surveyed through 

personally-administered structured questionnaire interviews. In this section, the outcomes of the 

study are summarised and discussed. 

In a previous studies having instrumental support from home (in taking care of domestic 

and care roles) was shown to enable entrepreneurs to lessen the demands from family and give 

them more time to deal with their work responsibilities, which was found to be related to BS   

(Eddleston & Powell, 2012; Powell & Eddleston, 2017). However, existing studies on the role of 

domestic help in contributing to positive work/business outcomes is mixed. Some studies report 

positive relationships with work/business performance (Mari et al., 2016), while others show that 

such support may be a source of stress for individuals (Shaffer et al., 2005). Negative outcomes 

are reported as the result of less reliable support received from domestic help (Fu & Shaffer, 2001; 

Muasya, 2014) or due to interpersonal-conflict between the employer and hired help, which can 

exacerbate stress in the home domain (Muasya & Martin, 2016). 

Despite these mixed reports, in this study it was hypothesised that having HDH positively 
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that not only the availability, but also the quality, of support individuals get from hired help matters 

in terms of contributing positively to the work-life experiences of individuals (Fu & Shaffer, 2001; 

Kossek, Noe, & DeMarr, 1999). Hence, for individuals (mostly women) to reap the benefit of the 

support provided by HDH, they should be relieved of their domestic and care responsibilities by 

the HDH and, thereby, relieved of the stress associated with these roles and have more available 

time to take care of business responsibilities. However, as studies reporting the negative influence 

of HDH on the work-life experiences of individuals report (Fu & Shaffer, 2001; Muasya & Martin, 

2016), if the support provided by HDH is not dependable, reliable and to the expected standard of 

the individual, such support may result in more stress and conflict than positive outcomes. In 

particular, a recent study conducted in the context revealed that women entrepreneurs reported 

lack of trust in, and dependable support from, domestic help, because of their low skills to perform 

household chores and their constant turnover, which required women to continuously supervise 

new hired help (Gudeta & Van Engen, 2017b). This was found to impact on the work-life boundary 

management experiences of the women, forcing them to integrate their work and life roles. 

Similarly, a study conducted in Kenya also reported that the relationship between working women 

and their HDH may result in conflict as a result of the perceived poor performance of hired help 

in accomplishing tasks, which may, in turn, affect the work-life experiences of the employing 

women (Muasya & Martin, 2016). Therefore, these findings suggest that the quality of service 

obtained may be more important than simply having HDH at home.  

As a result, in the second part of the study, the model was simplified by taking gender as a 

control variable, rather than a moderator, to test Hypothesis 2 and the first part of Hypothesis 3.   

Hypothesis 2 refers to the overall mediating effect of FWC in the relationship between HDH and 

BS and in the first part of Hypothesis 3 it was predicted that the indirect effect of HDH on BS is 

moderated by ES. The findings of this analysis revealed a small, but significant, indirect effect of 

having (more) HDH on the BS of entrepreneurs, which is moderated by ES between family and 

work domains. However, this moderation effect was observed only at a higher level of ES of family 

from work roles, indicating that for the mediation of FWC to work in the relationship between 

HDH and BS, there has to be high level of enacted family-to-work boundary segmentation. 

Therefore, with this finding it can be concluded that Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3 are partially 

supported. Thus, for individuals who are able to highly segment their family roles from their work, 
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impact on BS by reducing FWC, but only when the high segmentation of family roles is achieved. 

This may be an indication that the quality of support from HDH may be linked to positive work-

life outcomes. Although with the observed small effects in the relationship it may not be possible 

to conclusively claim the moderated indirect relationship between HDH and BS, the findings 

justify the need to explore the issue further.    

In addition, the absence of the hypothesised gender differences may indicate that gender 

per se may not show a different mechanism for the moderated indirect relationship of having HDH 

and BS. This claim may be supported by the suggestion that gender differences in the work-life 

experiences of individuals should be examined along with other household contexts (such as being 

married, having children) (Van Veldhoven & Beijer, 2012).   As other studies in Ethiopia report, 

married women are responsible for caring for their husband and children, participating in 

community roles, and so forth (Annor, 2016; Gudeta & Van Engen, 2017a, 2017b), with very little 

or no support from their spouses. Therefore, family role overload may be more prevalent for 

married women with dependent care roles and other community roles than for men and single 

women. Given the number of cases in our data, it was not possible to do such multi-group 

comparisons, including a number of household factors such as parental status, marital status, 

having hired domestic help and the like. 

 

Theoretical contributions and implications  

Our study contributes to the job-demands and resources model in that it explores the role of HDH, 

as a home resource, in predicting positive business outcomes. In existing work family studies, 

support from spouses, family and friends are the most investigated resources in the home domain 

(Hakanen et al., 2011). In the present study, however, the role of HDH as a home resource was 

investigated using the job demands-resources model, including how it may be linked to the BS of 

men and women entrepreneurs. The study explores the probable mechanism of a home resource 

(namely, HDH) operating in a context (Ethiopia) other than what is generally reported in the 

existing work-family literature and in the literature on job-demands-resources model in particular. 

Furthermore, this study aimed to address the recent call to investigate the role of domestic workers 

(Hoobler, 2016) and domestic support (Hilbrecht, 2016) in the work-family experiences of 

individuals, as more women are entering into (self) employment, while still disproportionately 
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Therefore, considering the findings of this study, and similar findings in the context, it can 

be concluded that having a reliable and dependable source of domestic care support at home may 

help entrepreneurs to separate their family and work roles better and focus on their businesses. For 

this, the availability of alternative support mechanisms (such as affordable child care) may 

facilitate individual work-life experiences, especially in times where there is a shortage of trained 

domestic help to provide the desired quality support in urban areas. This alternative support may 

be made available by the government and other private investors, so as to fill the gap and enable 

working individuals, particularly women in the Ethiopian context, to better function in their 

endeavours. 

 

Limitations and future research 

The present study has a number of limitations. The first limitation is that the non-random sampling 

technique is likely to limit the representativeness of the respondents regarding the population from 

which they were drawn. The particular business context and the regulations practised by authorities 

made it almost impossible to recruit a sample randomly. However, this limitation was mitigated 

by including individuals from varied demographic backgrounds as much as possible.    

Furthermore, the study only focused on the negative aspects of family-to-work 

interference. However, recent reviews in the work-family literature show the need to focus on 

investigating the facilitation/enhancement aspect of the work-life interface. Therefore, future 

research that investigates the facilitation aspects of life interference with work/business for 

entrepreneurs in Ethiopia would add to the growing literature showing different sources of 

resources (HDH) that have not yet been reported. 

Another limitation of the study could be the way that the predictor variable (HDH) was 

measured. HDH was measured by asking respondents how many hired help they have. However, 

previous studies report that not only the availability, but also the quality, of reliable support that 

HDH provides impact on the work-life experiences of individuals (Fu & Shaffer, 2001; Muasya, 

2014).  

 

In addition, the results of this study may have been impacted on by social desirability bias 
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in relation to the reporting of perceived BS; in other words respondents may have overstated their 

satisfaction with their business. The findings suggest a response bias as the scores were negatively 

skewed. Furthermore, business satsifaction, a subjective business success measure, was chosen as 

the outcome variable. However, using a combination of objective (such as business economic 

performance) and subjective criteria when measuring the success of an enterprise may be 

complementarity in explaining the overall success of the business (Dijkhuizen, Gorgievski, Van 

Veldhoven, & Schalk, 2016). Therefore, future studies may consider using BS measures that 

minimise the suggested response bias, as well complement the subjective measure with the 

objective measure, including, for instance, the profit, sales or turnover of the business. 

 

Conclusion 

This study used the JD-R model and boundary management theory to investigate the 

conditional indirect effect of HDH, as a home resource, on the business success of men and 

women entrepreneurs in Ethiopia. Initially, it was hypothesised that there would be gender 

differences in the use of HDH and its indirect relationship with business satisfaction BS, through 

reduced FWC. However, this hypothesis was not supported by the data. Analysis using a 

simplified model indicated the possibility of HDH positively influencing BS by reducing family-

to-work conflict, but only when there was segmentation of family roles from business roles. This 

indicative result justifies further exploration in the area, for instance, replication of the study 

using different samples (for instance employed men and women) in similar contexts, or using 

randomised samples, to see if the hypothesised relationships hold true. 

  











http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/




https://www.kauffman.org/what-we-do/research/2011/09/overcoming-the-gender-gap-women-entrepreneurs-as-economic-drivers
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conflict involved in running their businesses, in addition to their salient tasks in their non-work 

domains.  

Second, the study gives in-depth insight into how the boundary management strategies that 

women entrepreneurs use are supported by various context-specific boundary-management tactics 

(Kreiner et al., 2009; Mirchandani, 2000), which they develop in order to mitigate the 

environmental challenges that may affect their boundary-management experiences, which in turn 

affect their business success. Third, in addition to the various types and examples of tactics 

explicated by Kreiner et al. (2009), this study found additional some tactics that particularly fit the 

community-oriented and patriarchal society in which women entrepreneurs operate in Ethiopia. 

More specifically, this study shows how women entrepreneurs in Ethiopia run their businesses by 

drawing upon multiple (familial and professional) resources.  

 

Boundary Management: A Theoretical Lens 

Boundary theory 

According to boundary theory, individuals create, maintain and frequently transition between 

boundaries (psychological, physical, or temporal), in order to fulfil their roles in their work and 

life domains (Ashforth et al., 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996). In managing these roles, people may 

choose a strategy at a point along a continuum, from segmentation (where roles in domains are 

sharply separated) to integration (where roles in domains are accomplished simultaneously) 

(Kossek & Lautsch, 2012; Nippert-Eng, 1996).  

In her seminal work exploring work and home boundaries, Nippert-Eng (1996) described 

boundary work as a mental process that individuals engage in and that consists of strategies and 

tactics used to create, maintain and modify work/non-work boundaries. She suggests that boundary 

work can be achieved by placing and transcending boundaries, allowing individuals to go back 

and forth between domains, accomplishing responsibilities in their work and non-work domains 

(Nippert-Eng, 1996). This may give individuals the opportunity to manage their work-life domains 

based on their own preferences (Desrochers & Sargent, 2004). The literature suggests that the 

choice of a boundary strategy is a personal preference, which is often influenced by the trade-offs 

one has to make, looking at the benefits or losses of choosing a specific strategy (Edwards & 

Rothbard, 2000; Kreiner, 2006; Nippert-Eng, 1996). Segmentation allows individuals to isolate a 
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family and community boundaries successfully. Some tactics were found to allow the women to 

segment their roles (switching off mobile phones), whereas others allow them to integrate their 

roles (maintaining proximity to work and home). In some cases, the stacking of tactics was used 

to help women attain some integration and separation at the same time, to enable them to cope 

with demands from domains.  

Furthermore, the study identified a unique category of tactics, i.e., cognitive tactics, which 

involve segmenting ones work domain, by leaving aside the worries of care/home roles by having 

faith in God. In addition, the women entrepreneurs who participated in this study were identified 

using boundary-management tactics that counters the challenges resulting from the particular 

nature of their businesses (entrepreneurship) and the cultural context (e.g. roles, expectations et 

cetera resulting from living in a patriarchal, traditional society).  

 

5.5 Discussion and conclusion 

The aim of this qualitative study was to explore the work-life boundary-management strategies 

and tactics used by women entrepreneurs in Ethiopia and determine how these enable them to 

combine their work and life roles. Employing boundary theory and building on the work of Kreiner 

and colleagues (2009), this study identified a number of boundary-management tactics, which 

resemble the categories of boundary-management strategies identified by Kreiner and colleagues 

(2009). However, this study also revealed tactics that are unique to the work and cultural context 

of the study (Annor, 2014; Aryee, 2005; Jaga & Bagraim, 2017). The main findings of this study 

are summarised and discussed in this section, as well as the main conclusions, contributions and 

implications for theory and practice.  

The women entrepreneurs in this study have multiple work, family and community roles, 

as well as societal expectations to fulfil normative gender roles, which often pressure them to 

integrate their roles in these three domains (Gudeta & Van Engen, 2017a, 2017b). Similarly, the 

analysis revealed that the multiple work-life roles, along with societal expectations, pose 

challenges, hindering women entrepreneurs in Ethiopia from enacting their preferred boundary-

management strategies or styles and creating boundary incongruence. This is in line with what 

Kreiner and colleagues (2009) identified as environmental influences, which play a role in the 

boundary-work experiences of individuals. Such environmental challenges were also noted in 
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behavioural tactic) to check on their helpers. Doing so allowed the women to worry less about, for 

instance, whether their children were being looked after adequately or whether the hired help were 

stealing from them (segmenting psychologically). Women also reported asking relatives to attend 

to their family and community roles in their place (physically segmenting). Here too, the stacking 

of boundary management strategies/styles was observed.  

 

General tactics 

In addition to the above domain-specific influences and tactics, this study identified some tactics 

that allow some separation of roles in the three domains to reduce the impact of the situational 

challenges originating from other domains. First, responding to urgent simultaneous matters (e.g., 

child care and a work deadline) by setting priorities (a behavioural tactic) before the actual 

emergencies took place (e.g., deciding that the family always comes first before work or 

community) was found to reduce the impact of environmental challenges from work, home and 

community domains. Second, another tactic was to pay money to compensate for the time that 

they could not devote in the community domain or for the role they were not able to fulfil at home 

(e.g., paying for the recreation expenses of children). This tactic allowed women entrepreneurs to 

psychologically segment (e.g., by reducing guilt and time spent worrying about not spending time 

with family) or temporally separate community roles (e.g., by postponing a visit to a mourning 

family), thereby minimising the incongruence resulting from these domains. To some extent this 

may be interpreted as setting priorities.  

Third, the study also revealed communicative tactics, in which women entrepreneurs 

explain and create understanding among domain members in the business, home or community 

domains (e.g., letting employees/hired helps/iddir members know when they are reachable or not, 

so that they achieve their desired boundary management strategy). In addition, confronting domain 

members after boundary violations have occurred (e.g., telling their hired help never to call at the 

business anymore) was also reported in the study as a way to allow a desired boundary-

management strategy.  

In conclusion, this study identified the boundary-management tactics identified by Kreiner 

and colleagues (2009), which allow women entrepreneurs to attain some separation of their roles 

in different domains by minimising boundary violations resulting from all the three domains. 
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integration). Instead, in this study women were found to use multiple (integration and 

segmentation) strategies and associated tactics simultaneously to manage their work-life roles. In 

addition, the study distinguishes between various environmental influences that result in boundary 

violations in the three domains, namely, work, family and community, as well as the associated 

boundary-management tactics that reduced the influence of the (work and cultural) context on the 

functioning of women in their work and other life roles. The study found that, women 

entrepreneurs in Ethiopia appear to stack boundary-management strategies and tactics in order to 

better combine their roles in work, family and community domains.  
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