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Original Article

For many, it has become normative for work to blend into 
other aspects of their lives. In 1974, when Lewis Coser char-
acterized work as a “greedy institution,” he was drawing 
attention to the fact that work has the capacity to demand 
undivided time, attention, and effort. Coser articulated those 
insights well before the rapid transformations associated 
with communication technologies and their widespread pro-
liferation. In recent decades, we have witnessed an acceler-
ated shift in the ways employers use communication 
technologies to access and engage their employees and the 
effects this has on employees’ ability to perform work-related 
tasks remotely (Bittman, Brown, and Wajcman 2009). These 
transformations, and the flexibility in arrangements they 
afford, have altered norms and practices related to the bound-
aries between work and nonwork spheres (MacEachen, 
Polzer, and Clarke 2008; Olson-Buchanan and Boswell 
2006).

With the onset of the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) pandemic, another major change is under way. In March 
2020, as governments implemented virus mitigation strate-
gies (e.g., social distancing), many workers were required to 
shift to remote work. Regional variations emerged: central 
Canada closed nonessential work on March 24, the Prairies 
started closing between March 23 and April 1, the west coast 
ordered certain types of businesses to close on March 26, 
Atlantic Canada started closing between March 18 and 
March 26, and northern Canada began closing on March 18. 

Collectively, these shifts abruptly reconfigured the boundar-
ies between work and nonwork; more precisely, widespread 
“stay-at-home” requirements restricted the elements of non-
work to a narrower range of the home sphere. There is little 
doubt that the pandemic has reshaped the work-home inter-
face, at least temporarily but potentially for the foreseeable 
future.1 For social scientists who study role arrangements 
and their sometimes complicated coexistence, these rapid 
transformations present a unique opportunity to develop 
knowledge about the work-home interface, boundary dynam-
ics, and their repercussions (Cho 2020; Rudolph et al. 2020).

Most research on the work-home interface tends to focus 
on the potential for inter-role conflict and its consequences 
for health and emotional well-being (Allen et  al. 2000; 
Powell et al. 2019). A central theme in that narrative involves 
boundary-spanning demands that activate the integration of 
behaviors and thoughts associated with work and home roles, 
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1Technology companies such as Twitter, Square, and Facebook 
recently announced that employees at their companies would be 
permitted to work from home permanently (Conger 2020).

https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://srd.sagepub.com
mailto:scott.schieman@utoronto.ca


2	 Socius: Sociological Research for a Dynamic World ﻿

what some scholars have called role blurring (Glavin and 
Schieman 2012; Voydanoff 2005). According to Desrochers, 
Hilton, and Larwood (2005), role blurring is

a subjective, cognitive phenomenon involving perceived inte
gration of work life and home life that is situated in a highly 
interdependent work-family context such as the simultaneous 
work and family demands that can be present when people bring 
their paid work into the home. (p. 449)

From this perspective, we delineate role blurring’s character-
istic activities and normative expectations as involving the 
performance of work-related activities at home, attempting 
to multitask on work and family tasks at the same time while 
at home, sending or receiving communications about work-
related matters outside of normal working hours, and the 
requirements for availability after work hours or on week-
ends to deal with work-related problems (Schieman and 
Glavin 2008, 2016; Thompson, Beauvais, and Lyness 1999; 
Voydanoff 2007).

Although the downsides of role blurring for instigating 
strains in the work-home interface are evident (Glavin, 
Schieman, and Reid 2011; Voydanoff 2005), little is known 
about the upsides. Could role blurring be a source of social 
status? The signaling of work devotion and “ideal worker” 
traits hints at this possibility (Blair-Loy 2009; Williams 
2000). Understanding these upsides could provide insights 
into why some workers are willing to tolerate or accept the 
strains associated with role blurring. With these possibilities 
in mind, our first research question asks, What is the relation-
ship between role blurring and social status? Then, drawing 
from perspectives that emphasize control over time as a job-
related resource (Kelly and Moen 2007), we ask, Does 
schedule control moderate the relationship between role 
blurring and social status? Finally, we situate both of these 
questions in the broader context of the COVID-19 outbreak, 
asking, Did the onset of the pandemic alter the status dynam-
ics of role blurring and the moderating potency of schedule 
control?2 To address these aims, we analyze data from two 

waves of the Canadian Quality of Work and Economic Life 
Study (C-QWELS). In September 2019, we collected data 
from a nationally representative sample of workers to profile 
the quality of work and economic life, not anticipating a 
worldwide pandemic. Then, during a pivotal period of far-
reaching shocks to work and the economy, we repeated the 
survey in March 2020 with another nationally representative 
sample.

Background

The Relationship between Role Blurring and 
Social Status

To assess the link between role blurring and social status, we 
focus on self-perceived relative standing in society, com-
monly referred to as subjective social status (SSS). According 
to Andersson (2018), “SSS holds great promise as a stream-
lined and effective measure of social status” (p. 622). Studies 
typically depict SSS as a ladder with 10 rungs that range 
from the lowest (1) to highest (10) level of social status 
(Adler et al. 2000; Cundiff et al. 2013). Scholars across dif-
ferent disciplines have typically analyzed SSS in their efforts 
to understand social patterns of health and well-being and 
whether SSS helps explain the health effects of objective 
socioeconomic status (SES) indicators such as education, 
occupation, and income (Adler et al. 2008; Demakakos et al. 
2008; Ghaed and Gallo 2007; Scott et  al. 2014; Singh-
Manoux et al. 2005). It is important to study SSS, even dur-
ing a worldwide pandemic, because research has linked it to 
health outcomes such as depression, self-rated health, obe-
sity, and other biological risk factors (Adler et  al., 2000, 
2008; Demakakos et al. 2008; Goodman et al. 2001, 2003; 
Schnittker and McLeod 2005). Moreover, SSS is associated 
with these detrimental outcomes over and above more objec-
tive indicators of SES such as income, education, and occu-
pation. Adler et al. (2008) articulated additional justification 
for the social scientific attention to SSS:

Objective SES measures have substantial “noise.” Because of 
sensitivities, income is often assessed in broad categories. 
Unless accompanied by measures of wealth, it may not capture 
people’s true economic resources. Occupation is complex; there 
is no consensually agreed-upon classification of jobs and 
characterizations of a given occupation may not reflect the 
conditions of a specific job. Educational attainment is relatively 
clear but limited since it does not take into account quality of the 
education. When making SSS ratings, individuals may factor in 
these other considerations. (p. 1036)

As described below, our analyses net out these conven-
tional SES determinants of SSS to isolate the potential 
influence of role blurring. We then test competing hypoth-
eses about the downsides and upsides of role blurring and 
what they predict about the link between role blurring and 
SSS.

2We acknowledge a point raised by a reviewer about the sensitivi-
ties around studying work-family implications of COVID-19. The 
reviewer suggested that in the context of a worldwide pandemic, 
questions about role blurring and social status might be relatively 
low on the hierarchy of topics that deserve study. We recognize the 
tremendous suffering brought on by the pandemic, with a range of 
stressors such as job and income loss, social isolation and loneli-
ness, and other social and economic strains. The broader Canadian 
Quality of Work and Economic Life Study is addressing these chal-
lenges as well. At the same time, it is also important to understand 
how social status and the factors associated with it might have 
changed, especially given its relevance for health and well-being 
(Adler et al. 2008). Although many individuals have encountered 
possibly more severe stressors, many are also adjusting to work-
family role challenges (Rudolph et al. 2020). We suspect that these 
challenges will endure and likely evolve during months and years 
after the pandemic.
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The Downsides of Role Blurring Hypothesis.  The main argu-
ment behind the prediction that role blurring should be asso-
ciated with lower SSS emphasizes its demand elements. 
These dynamics represent the channeling of excessive work-
load that require extra commitments of time and energy, and 
these potentially undermine recovery efforts and optimal 
functioning in nonwork roles (Schieman and Glavin 2016; 
Voydanoff 2005). Occupational health psychologists have 
long emphasized the unfavorable implications of inadequate 
recovery from work for a range of outcomes, including self-
esteem, role performance, and health (Sonnentag 2001, 
2003; Sonnentag and Lischetzke 2018; Sonnentag et  al. 
2008; Zijlstra and Sonnentag 2006). Commonly expressed 
aspirations such as “balance” and “fit” echo the challenges 
individuals encounter in navigating the work-home interface 
(Allen, Cho, and Meier 2014; Moen 2015).

Border theory’s concern with the spatial, temporal, and 
psychological features of borders and the concept of perme-
ability are central for understanding the potential downsides 
of role blurring (Clark 2000). A highly permeable border 
suggests that thoughts, expectations, and activities flow more 
easily across boundaries, and greater integration of work and 
home roles enables that process (Ashforth, Kreiner, and 
Fugate 2000; Voydanoff 2005). The proliferation of commu-
nication technologies has enhanced opportunities for role 
integration and facilitated the flow of boundary-spanning 
demands (Bittman et  al. 2009; Chesley, Moen, and Shore 
2003; Glavin and Schieman 2012; Voydanoff 2005). As 
Duxbury et  al. (2007) described it, these represent “work-
extending technologies” that, on one hand, might increase 
flexibility and the completion of remote work, but also ele-
vates the risk for unending efforts that extend beyond the 
spatial, temporal, or psychological boundaries of work 
(Boswell and Olson-Buchanan 2007; Chesley 2014; Kelliher 
and Anderson 2010; Kossek and Lambert 2005; Matusik and 
Mickel 2011). Work-extending technologies take role inte-
gration and permeability to a new level by creating space for 
extrarole performance and the time commitments it entails 
(Chesley 2014; Duxbury, Lyons, and Higgins 2008; Matusik 
and Mickel 2011). The constant connectivity and availability 
that is emblematic of role blurring undercuts recovery 
(Sonnentag 2018). Collectively, these demand-laden dynam-
ics might weaken one’s effectiveness in maintaining focused 
or undisrupted role performance that, in turn, diminishes 
one’s sense of social status. Some aspect of this diminished 
social status might be channeled through the process of 
reflected appraisals in which one’s role performance is per-
ceived to be diminished (Asencio 2013). Less favorable 
reflected appraisals might diminish self-appraisals (e.g., 
lowered self-esteem) that undermine SSS (Jaret, Reitzes, and 
Shapkina 2005; Shrauger and Schoeneman 1979).

The Upsides of Role Blurring Hypothesis.  Ideas about the sig-
naling of work devotion provide a rationale for the alterna-
tive view of role blurring’s link with elevated social status. 

These ideas again call attention to the power of reflected 
appraisals (Carter and Fuller 2016), underscoring what role 
blurring might signal to others and the self: a commitment to 
work and the organization, and an alignment with ideal 
worker norms (Acker 1990; Blair-Loy 2009; Moen and 
Roehling 2005; Williams 2000). Blair-Loy’s (2003) ideas 
about the “work devotion schema” are apt, particularly cul-
tural narratives about demanding work that compel all-
embracing engagement; these contain powerful moral and 
affective motivations. A similar theme runs through Hochs-
child’s (1997) discoveries about the norm that “time spent on 
the job is an indicator of commitment” (p. 19). Role blurring 
activities represent “time spent on the job,” but it occurs out-
side of the usual spatial, temporal, and psychological param-
eters of the workplace.

Harkening back to Coser (1974), one can imagine 
“greedy” organizational imperatives behind role blurring 
activities and expectations. At the same time, work is a 
salient source of identity and values for many individuals, 
and this has implications for the agency behind dedicated 
effort and devoted service to the organization (Wharton and 
Blair-Loy 2002, 2006). Hochschild (1997) also emphasized 
this personal agency, noting that workers themselves can be 
“architects” of their own role enactments. This implies, for 
example, that individuals might choose to multitask on work 
and family tasks at the same time while at home, that indi-
viduals choose to send work-related e-mails after hours, and 
that individuals choose to be available after hours and on 
weekends in case a work-related problem arises. Some schol-
ars have identified the status signals embedded in these 
actions. As Boswell and Olson-Buchanan (2007) observed, 
“staying connected after hours may be seen as a means to get 
ahead in the organization and profession more generally” 
(p. 595). Likewise, Williams, Blair-Loy, and Berdahl (2013) 
detected the status boost of work “beyond the clock”:

Work devotion both justifies and fuels very long work hours 
(Jacobs & Gerson, 2004). Whereas in the past leisure signaled 
elite status (“bankers’ hours”), today elite status is signaled by 
long hours of high-intensity work. Thus, work devotion becomes 
a “class act”—a way of signaling elite status (Williams, 2010, p. 
6). Thus a “real professional” stays of his own volition until the 
job is done, in contrast to someone who just “punches the clock.” 
(p. 213)

Blair-Loy (2003) described elements of the work devo-
tion schema that might represent aspects of status, such as an 
“adrenaline high” that comes with the trials and responsibili-
ties of high-intensity work and the significant social relation-
ships embedded in higher status roles. In turn, long hours and 
intense demands promote role blurring (Glavin and Schieman 
2012; Schieman and Glavin 2008, 2016; Voydanoff 2005). In 
the effort to adhere to ideal worker norms, some might accept 
or even embrace the unwieldiness of job demands, thereby 
lending legitimacy to role blurring. This suggests a powerful 
ethic behind extrarole time and effort in exchange for the 
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rewards of greater status (Blair-Loy 2003; Wharton, Chivers, 
and Blair-Loy 2008). To the extent that role blurring reflects 
these elements of work devotion and ideal worker norms, as 
well as a sense of agency, we would expect it to be associated 
with higher SSS, even after statistically netting out other 
aspects of SES and job qualities that typically also signify 
work devotion and effort.

The Status Dynamics of Role Blurring in the Time 
of COVID-19

In March 2020, as the response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
accelerated, governments implemented sweeping virus miti-
gation strategies. In Canada and countries around the world, 
many people were required to quickly adapt to remote work. 
With stay-at-home directives in effect, working at home 
seemed to become the “new normal.” Although this shock 
has undoubtedly transformed the work-home interface and 
the boundaries that define them (Cho 2020; Rudolph et al. 
2020), we wonder, Did it alter the relationship between role 
blurring and SSS?

One plausible scenario is that social and economic 
responses to the COVID-19 pandemic intensified work-
home role integration and the permeability that accompanies 
it, thereby escalating the demand-laden elements or expecta-
tions associated with role blurring activities. In the rapid 
deployment of remote work arrangements, the substance of 
boundary-spanning demands might have changed. Moreover, 
as vast swaths of workers began to work at home, role blur-
ring’s sudden perceived pervasiveness in the population 
might have also diluted the distinctive status that it once car-
ried. Before the pandemic, it is plausible that role blurring 
contained more elements of personal choice and agency. For 
example, before the pandemic, someone who responded to 
an e-mail at 9 p.m., beyond the temporal parameters of nor-
mal work hours, might have done so out of his or her own 
volition, in other words, deciding whether to log on and fire 
off an e-mail about a looming deadline. Such actions poten-
tially signal to supervisors and coworkers that one is highly 
committed to one’s work role. In this regard, some actions 
associated with role blurring have positive reflected apprais-
als attached to them; that is, the perception of a status boost 
in the eyes of others signaled in the performance of work-
related activities “after hours” reinforces and potentially 
enhances one’s own perception of SSS.

By contrast, during the pandemic, the same behavior—
sending an e-mail at 9 p.m.—might be enacted less out of 
choice and more because of difficulties completing work-
related tasks during the day because of nonwork responsi-
bilities (e.g., childcare). The after-hours e-mail is the same 
behavior, but the context has modified the meaning others 
might give it, and this might alter the value one assigns to it. 
The same level of role blurring might be perceived differ-
ently when individuals have greater or lesser choice sur-
rounding the activities. In one context, multitasking on work 

and family tasks might signal one’s capacity to “do it all.” In 
another context that diminishes agency, the same kind of 
multitasking activity might be performed to keep up. Role 
blurring therefore appears less special, to others and oneself, 
when an individual is required to do it, and this compulsory 
element might have increased during the implementation of 
work-from-home directives. Viewed through the lens of 
reflected appraisals, these processes might ultimately under-
mine the status points one assigns to the self.

Collectively, these ideas suggest that the onset of COVID-
19 will have had a negative moderating effect; once again, 
however, the manifestation of this particular prediction 
depends on the observed direction of the main effect: it sug-
gests either a stronger negative relationship between role 
blurring and SSS (the intensified downside hypothesis) or a 
weaker positive relationship between role blurring and SSS 
(the attenuated upside hypothesis). We test both possibilities 
and then turn our attention to schedule control as a resource 
and potential source of status in these processes.

The Resource and Status Elements of Schedule 
Control

Schedule control is central to any analyses of the work-home 
interface because it involves the extent to which workers are 
able to determine the hours they work, ranging from having 
no control at all to complete control over scheduling (Golden 
2001; Kelly and Moen 2007; Schieman and Young 2010). 
The depiction of schedule control as an effective job-related 
resource is demonstrated in the organizational intervention 
research conducted by Kelly, Moen, and their colleagues 
(Kelly et  al. 2014; Kelly, Moen, and Tranby 2011; Moen 
et al. 2016). The resource view predicts that schedule control 
should enhance work-home integration, thereby minimizing 
the disruptiveness of role blurring activities for nonwork 
roles (Allen et  al. 2014; Glavin and Schieman 2012; 
Schieman, Milkie, and Glavin 2009). Although the direction 
of moderation foremost depends on the observed direction of 
the relationship between role blurring and SSS—that is, pos-
itive or negative—the resource view suggests that schedule 
control should either mitigate role blurring’s downsides or 
reinforce its upsides.

Part of the potency affixed to schedule control as a 
“resource” might also reflect its potentially independent 
association with social status (Keinan, Bellezza, and Paharia 
2019). Although higher earnings tend to be the main job-
specific reward commonly linked to higher SSS (Andersson 
2018), the latitude and degree of choice provided by 
schedule control is another plausible source. For example, 
Voydanoff (2005) identified boundary-spanning resources 
such as control over the timing of work as an “asset” or struc-
tural advantage that facilitates further resource acquisition 
and enactment. Likewise, Perlow and Kelly (2014) contend 
that schedule control represents one element of an “accom-
modation model” in which employers provide it in order to 
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enrich employees’ capacity to manage demands (Munsch, 
Ridgeway, and Williams 2014). When organizations provide 
workers with greater schedule control, it might reflect a strat-
egy to ease competing work and family expectations (Rau 
and Hyland 2002) and, subsequently, boost workers’ produc-
tivity, morale, and well-being (Golden 2008; Kelly and Moen 
2007).

Collectively, these arguments emphasize the resource- 
and status-based potency of schedule control, suggesting that 
it should either mitigate the downsides of role blurring or 
amplify the upsides of role blurring for SSS. However, the 
dynamics associated with schedule control must also be con-
sidered in the context of the pandemic. If the onset of 
COVID-19 has increased the demand-laden elements of role 
blurring, this might have also undermined schedule control’s 
protective efficacy as a resource, or even the status boost it 
might have provided before the pandemic. With these ideas 
in mind, we test the undermined resource hypothesis, which 
predicts a weakening in the protective or status-enhancing 
benefits of schedule control in the relationship between role 
blurring and SSS during the time of COVID-19.

Methods

Sample

To test our hypotheses, we analyze data from two nationally 
representative samples of Canadian workers. The first online 
survey (C-QWELS I) was fielded from September 19 to 
September 24, 2019 (n = 2,524); the second (C-QWELS II) 
was fielded from March 17 to March 23 (n = 2,530). All 
study participants are members of the Angus Reid Forum 
(ARF), a built and managed panel of Canadians who have 
agreed to participate in research. Panel participants are 
recruited through a variety of online and offline channels, 
extensively profiled, and measured to ensure accurate repre-
sentation of the diversity across Canada’s adult population 
(http://angusreid.org).3 Sample selection for C-QWELS I 

and II started with creating a balanced sample matrix of the 
Canadian population. A randomized sample of ARF mem-
bers was then selected to match this matrix to ensure a repre-
sentative sample. The response rates were 42 percent and 43 
percent, respectively. We weight all results according to the 
most current gender, age, education, and region census data 
to ensure broad representation of working Canadians.

Measures

SSS.  SSS was measured using the MacArthur scale of SSS 
(Adler et al. 2000; Ostrove et al. 2000). Respondents were 
presented with a ladder and asked to rank themselves in 
terms of their standing in society; as a result, higher values 
indicate greater self-assessed social status. The scale ranges 
from the lowest value (1) to the highest value (10). This mea-
sure has a high degree of convergent and discriminant valid-
ity (Andersson 2018; Cundiff et al. 2013; Operario, Adler, 
and Williams 2004).

Role Blurring.  We measure role blurring with five commonly 
used items (Glavin and Schieman 2012; Schieman and 
Glavin 2016; Voydanoff 2005). The first item asks, “How 
often do you do any paid or unpaid work at home that is part 
of your job?” Response choices are (1) “never,” (2) “a few 
times a year,” (3) “about once a month,” (4) “about once a 
week,” (5) “about once a week,” (6) “more than once a 
week,” (7) “every day.” The second item asks, “How often 
do coworkers, supervisors, managers, customers, or clients 
contact you about work-related matters outside of your nor-
mal work hours? Include any form of communication like 
email, text message, phone calls, etc.” Response choices are 
(1) “never,” (2) “occasionally,” (3) “fairly regularly but less 
than once a week,” (4) “once a week,” (5) “several times a 
week,” (6) “once a day,” and (7) “many times a day.” The 
third item asks, “How often do you try to ‘multitask’—that 
is, work on job tasks and home tasks at the same time while 
you are at home?” Response choices are coded (1) “never,” 
(2) “rarely,” (3) “sometimes,” (4) “often,” and (5) “very 
often.” The fourth and fifth items ask the level of agreement 
or disagreement with the following: “Employees where I 
work are often expected to take work home during nonwork 
hours and/or nonwork days” and “I need to be available after 
work hours or on weekends in case a problem at work comes 
up.” Response choices are (1) “strongly disagree,” (2) 
“somewhat disagree,” (3) “somewhat agree,” and (4) 
“strongly agree.” We standardized these items because of 
their different response choices and averaged them to create 
the role blurring index (C-QWELS I α = .83, C-QWELS II 
α = .80). Confirmatory factory analyses indicate that all five 
of these items load highly on one underlying construct that 
represents role blurring, and importantly, these factor load-
ings are highly similar for both the September 2019 and 
March 2020 surveys (see the Appendix). The eigenvalue for 
the first factor in the C-QWELS I is 3.04, with the second 
being considerably lower at .62; likewise, the eigenvalue for 

3The ARF recruits using a widespread invitation approach and a 
double opt-in screening procedure across a variety of channels. 
This approach ensures an appropriate demographic balance that 
captures the diversity across all subsegments of the population. 
These online community panels are maintained through advanced 
sampling techniques and frequent verifications of personal identity, 
contact information, and demographic characteristics. Relying on a 
combination of sampling regions on the basis of configurations of 
electoral districts and past voting trends, the ARF reflects the gen-
eral population by continually verifying and recruiting so that the 
sociodemographic characteristics of each sampling region match 
actual subpopulations according to both the census and electoral 
data. The ARF contains enough people in each major demographic 
group to draw randomized samples that represent the population 
as a whole. To ensure that all online research accurately represents 
the public in terms of both demographics and attitudes, surveys are 
based upon representative samples from each panel that are ran-
domized and statistically weighted according to the most current 
demographic and regional voting data available.

http://angusreid.org


6	 Socius: Sociological Research for a Dynamic World ﻿

the first factor in the C-QWELS II is 2.85, with the second 
being considerably lower at .70. Overall, these items appear 
to have strong and consistent psychometric properties across 
the two study periods.

Schedule Control.  Two items measure schedule control. The 
first is “How much control do you have in scheduling your 
work hours?” Response choices are (1) “none,” (2) “very 
little,” (3) “some,” (4) “a lot,” (5) “complete control.” The 
second asks the extent of agreement or disagreement with the 
following: “I have the schedule flexibility at work to manage 
my personal or family responsibilities.” Response choices 
are (1) “strongly disagree,” (2) “somewhat disagree,” (3) 
“somewhat agree,” and (4) “strongly agree.” We standard-
ized the items because of different response choices and 
averaged them to create the schedule control index.

Education.  Education is measured using the following ques-
tion: “What is the highest level of education that you your-
self completed?” We compare those with a university 
undergraduate degree or higher and those with less than a 
university undergraduate degree.

Occupation.  We compare individuals in higher administra-
tive, professional, and technical occupations with all others 
(e.g., sales, service, clerical, skilled labor or production).

Household Income.  We compare individuals in the modal cat-
egory, $50,000 to $99,999, with individuals in each of the 
following other categories: under $25,000, $25,000 to 
$49,999, $100,000 to $149,999, $150,000 to $199,999, and 
$200,000 or more.4

Financial Strain.  We use three items to measure financial 
strain. The first two items ask the following: “How often in 
the past year did you have trouble paying the bills?” and 
“How often in the past year did you not have enough money 
to buy food, clothes or other things your household needed?” 
Response choices are (1) “never,” (2) “rarely,” (3) “some-
times,” (4) “often,” and (5) “very often.” A third item asks, 
“How do your finances usually work out by the end of the 
month? Would you say you have . . . not enough to make 
ends meet [coded 5], barely enough to get by [coded 4], just 
enough to make ends meet [coded 3], a little money left over 
[coded 2], or a lot of money left over [coded 1]?” We aver-
aged these items to create the index (α = .85).

Job Pressure.  We ask three questions that refer to the last 
three months: “How often did you feel overwhelmed by how 
much you had to do at work?” “How often did you have to 
work on too many tasks at the same time?” and “How often 
did the demands of your job exceed the time you have to do 

the work? Response choices are (1) “never,” (2) “rarely,” (3) 
“sometimes,” (4) “often,” and (5) “very often.” We averaged 
the items to create the index (α = .88).

Job Challenge.  We ask level of agreement or disagreement 
with the following items: “My job requires that I keep learn-
ing new things,” “My job requires that I be creative,” “My 
job allows me to develop my skills and abilities,” and “I get 
to do a lot of different things on my job.” Response choices 
are (1) “strongly disagree,” (2) “somewhat disagree,” (3) 
“somewhat agree,” and (4) “strongly agree.” We averaged 
responses to create the job challenge index (α = .78).

Job Insecurity.  We measure job insecurity using the follow-
ing: “How likely is it that during the next one to two years 
you will lose your present job and have to look for a job with 
another employer or find a different line of work?” We com-
pared those who reported “not at all likely” or “not too 
likely” with those who reported “somewhat likely” or “very 
likely.”

Work Hours.  We asked the following: “How many hours do 
you usually work in a typical week at your job?” Response 
choices are coded in these groups: (1) fewer than 20 hours, 
(2) 20 to 29 hours, (3) 30 to 39 hours, (4) 40 to 49 hours, (5) 
50 to 59 hours, and (6) 60 or more hours.

Employment Type.  We compare workers in private for-profit 
businesses (reference) with those in three other categories: 
government, nonprofit organization, and self-employed or 
business owners.

Sociodemographic Variables.  All analyses statistically adjust 
for gender, age, visible minority status, marital status, the 
number of children younger than 18 residing in the house-
hold, and region of residence. We control for these sociode-
mographic variables and occupation- and work-related 
variables listed above because of their potential influences 
on the focal measures being evaluated here. Given their 
potential links to SSS (Adler et al. 2000, 2008; Andersson 
2018), it is important to net out the effects of these other fac-
tors in order to isolate the focal relationship between role 
blurring and SSS and any potential moderating effects of 
schedule control. Table 1 reports the weighted sample char-
acteristics for both the C-QWELS I and II surveys, revealing 
an overall high degree of similarity between these two sam-
ples on focal variables and sociodemographic measures.

Analytic Plan

In analyses that pool both C-QWELS I and II data, we use 
ordinary least squares regression techniques to test our 
hypotheses. In the base model, we regress SSS on role blur-
ring and schedule control, with all control variables. To test if 
the association between role blurring and SSS differs between 

4We include a category for “don’t know” or “prefer not to say” in 
the models (9 percent).
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the September sample (before COVID-19) and the March 
sample (onset of COVID-19), we test an interaction between 
role blurring and a variable we call “COVID-19 onset” for 
short. We repeat this same step for the interaction between 
schedule control and COVID-19 onset. Then, we test a two-
way interaction between role blurring and schedule control to 
evaluate if schedule control moderates the relationship 

between role blurring and SSS. Finally, we test a three-way 
term—role blurring × schedule control × COVID-19—to 
evaluate if the onset of COVID-19 changed the nature of any 
observed moderating effect of schedule control in the rela-
tionship between role blurring and SSS. Along with a range of 
sociodemographic variables (e.g., gender, age, marital status), 
all models control for education, income, and occupation and 

Table 1.  Weighted Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables.

C-QWELS I (September 2019) C-QWELS II (March 2020)

  Mean or Proportion SD Mean or Proportion SD

Subjective social status 5.79 1.66 5.69 1.65
Role blurring −.01 .78 −.01 .75
Schedule control .01 .88 .01 .88
Bachelor’s degree or higher .47 .43  
Household income
  <$25,000 .06 .08  
  $25,000–$49,999 .15 .14  
  $50,000–$99,999 .30 .30  
  $100,000–$149,999 .22 .22  
  $150,000–$200,000 .10 .10  
  >$200,000 .07 .06  
Professional .39 .39  
Employment type
  Government .30 .26  
  Private for-profit .47 .48  
  Nonprofit .10 .10  
  Self-employed/business owner .13 .16  
Job pressure 3.20 1.09 3.16 1.06
Job challenge 3.01 .72 3.06 .71
High job insecurity .209 .249  
Work hours
  <20 .08 .13  
  20–29 .10 .10  
  30–39 .33 .31  
  40–49 .35 .34  
  50–59 .08 .07  
  ≥60 .06 .05  
Gender
  Female .48 .48  
  Male .51 .51  
  Nonbinary .01 .01  
Age 42.08 13.9 42.08 13.9
Visible minority .14 .14  
Marital status
  Single, never married .26 .26  
  Married .59 .59  
  Living with partner .05 .05  
  Separated .03 .03  
  Divorced .06 .06  
  Widowed .01 .01  
Number of children .32 .47 .38 .49
Financial strain 2.29 1.05 2.29 1.03

Note: C-QWELS = Canadian Quality of Work and Economic Life Study.
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a set of work-related conditions such as job pressure, job 
challenge, insecurity, work hours, and financial strain. These 
statistical adjustments are important because SES and selected 
work-related conditions are also likely to be associated with 
levels of role blurring (Glavin and Schieman 2012) and SSS 
(Andersson 2018). By netting out these elements, we are able 
to more precisely isolate the relationship between role blur-
ring and SSS and then test hypotheses about COVID-19 and 
schedule control as moderators.

Results

Model 1 of Table 2 shows that both role blurring (b = .177, 
p < .001) and schedule control (b = .156, p < .001) are 
independently associated with elevated levels of SSS. Model 
1 adjusts for education, income, and occupation, each of 
which is also related positively to SSS. Among the work 
measures, job pressure and insecurity predict lower SSS, job 
challenge predicts elevated levels, and workers in govern-
ment jobs have higher SSS than those in private for-profit 
jobs. Among the other control variables (not shown in the 
table), working fewer than 20 hours per week is associated 
with lower levels of SSS, relative to 40 to 49 hours, and those 
with more financial strain also report lower SSS.

Next, we assess if the onset of COVID-19 moderates the 
relationship between role blurring and SSS. The findings in 

model 2 suggest that it does: the coefficient for the interaction 
between role blurring and COVID-19 onset is negative and 
statistically significant (b = –.184, p < .01). This confirms 
that the relationship between role blurring and SSS differs 
statistically across the two time points—September 2019 and 
March 2020 (see Figure 1A)—indicating the weaker effect of 
role blurring during COVID-19 onset. We find similar pat-
terns for schedule control: in model 3, its interaction with 
COVID-19 onset is negative and statistically significant 
(b = –.150, p < .01), indicating the weaker effect of schedule 
control during the onset of COVID-19 (see Figure 1B). 
Overall, across C-QWELS I and II, the coefficients for role 
blurring’s and schedule control’s associations with SSS 
decreased by about 63 percent and 57 percent, respectively.

Next, we ask, Does schedule control moderate the rela-
tionship between role blurring and SSS, and if so, does that 
pattern generalize across C-QWELS I and II? In model 4, 
the two-way term (b = .114, p < .001) indicates that role 
blurring is associated more positively with SSS among those 
with greater schedule control. However, in model 5, the 
three-way term indicates that the role blurring–by–schedule 
control interaction is not statistically different across the two 
time points. Although we observe an overall weaker associa-
tion between schedule control and SSS in March, the strength 
of schedule control’s moderating potency in the relationship 
between role blurring and SSS does not differ statistically 

Table 2.  Regression Estimates Predicting Subjective Social Status (n = 5,018).

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

COVID-19 onset −.059 (.041) −.061 (.041) −.059 (.041) −.054 (.041) −.049 (.042)
Role blurring .177*** (.035) .268*** (.045) .176*** (.035) .177*** (.035) .252*** (.045)
Schedule control .156*** (.027) .154*** (.028) .230*** (.036) .161*** (.027) .221*** (.037)
Interaction terms
  COVID-19 onset × role blurring −.184** (.055) −.152** (.056)
  COVID-19 onset × schedule control −.150** (.046) −.125** (.047)
  Role blurring × schedule control .114*** (.030) .141*** (.044)
  COVID-19 onset × role blurring × 

schedule control
−.054 (.059)

SES and work-related controls
  Bachelor’s degree or higher .315*** (.047) .317*** (.047) .317*** (.047) .322*** (.047) .327*** (.047)
  Household income (reference: $50,000–$99,999)
    <$25,000 −.702*** (.113) −.704*** (.112) −.703*** (.112) −.710*** (.113) −.713*** (.112)
    $25,000–$49,999 −.504*** (.070) −.500*** (.070) −.505*** (.070) −.509*** (.070) −.506*** (.070)
    $100,000–$149,999 .352*** (.056) .353*** (.056) .351*** (.056) .347*** (.056) .347*** (.056)
    $150,000–$200,000 .714*** (.069) .715*** (.069) .713*** (.069) .708*** (.069) .707*** (.069)
    >$200,000 1.102*** (.097) 1.108*** (.097) 1.101*** (.097) 1.092*** (.097) 1.097*** (.096)
  Professional .327*** (.050) .321*** (.050) .321*** (.050) .333*** (.050) .322*** (.050)
  Employment type (reference: for-profit)
    Government .197*** (.052) .197*** (.052) .195*** (.052) .211*** (.052) .210*** (.052)
    Nonprofit .010 (.073) .010 (.073) .012 (.073) .015 (.073) .018 (.073)
    Self-employed/business owner −.097 (.075) −.092 (.075) −.088 (.075) −.128 (.076) −.116 (.076)
  Job pressure −.062** (.023) −.064** (.023) −.062** (.023) −.060** (.023) −.061** (.023)
  Job challenge .072* (.035) .073* (.035) .070* (.035) .075* (.035) .075* (.035)
  High job insecurity −.156** (.054) −.155** (.054) −.157** (.054) −.155** (.054) −.154** (.054)

Note: Unstandardized regression coefficients with standard errors shown in parentheses. Models include all control variables (excluded for the sake of 
space but available upon request). COVID-19 = coronavirus disease 2019.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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across the time points. The left-hand side of Figure 2 shows 
that role blurring’s positive association with SSS is stronger 
among individuals who have greater schedule control before 
the pandemic; however, the right-hand side shows that 
schedule control’s moderating effect is diminished at the 
onset of COVID-19. Although appearing to differ, a test of 
the role blurring–by–schedule control interaction shows that 
it is not statistically different across the time points. These 
observations are evident even after adjusting for common 
determinants of SSS such as education, occupation, and 
income, along with other key work conditions that might 
also be influential.5

Discussion

Sociological curiosity about role constellations and their 
potential internal tensions speaks to broader themes in the 
discipline related to social stratification, inequality, and sta-
tus. The intersection of roles, especially those in the work-
home interface, represents a particularly fertile domain in 
which to understand the ways that more macro-level social 
and economic dynamics play out in everyday life. Moreover, 
as a glaring representation of the power of macro-level 
changes, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and the rapid 
social and economic changes that followed have provided 
sociologists with an extraordinary opportunity to develop 
new knowledge about social role arrangements and integra-
tion, beyond the well-established orientations related to role 
strains and inter-role conflict.

In the present study, we identify discoveries about the 
ways a key element of the work-home interface, role blur-
ring, enhances SSS. But these upsides are not equally expe-
rienced (1) across critical shock periods in the past year and 
(2) across workers with different levels of control over the 
timing of their work. First and foremost, we tested compet-
ing hypotheses about the association between role blurring 
and SSS. Our observations confirm the upsides of role blur-
ring hypothesis: a positive relationship between role blurring 
and SSS. This pattern contradicts the demand-laden view of 
role blurring that is pervasive in the literature and instead 
more closely aligns with the suggestion that role blurring 

5A reviewer wondered about differences across social class. First, 
we confirm that role blurring is more common among upper-mid-
dle-class people (i.e., those with more education, professional or 
managerial occupations, and higher incomes). However, we do 
not find evidence that levels of role blurring increased between 
September 2019 and March 2020. Second, SES-based differences 
in levels of role blurring do not translate into SES-based contingen-
cies in the relationship between role blurring and SSS (or sched-
ule control’s moderating effect). Although our analyses adjust for 
education, occupation, and income, we also tested subgroup analy-
ses for these same SES variables. We found no differences in the 
interaction between role blurring and onset of COVID-19 by educa-
tion, occupation, or income; moreover, none of these SES variables 
influenced the nature of the three-way interaction between role 
blurring, schedule control, and the onset of COVID-19. All of these 
additional analyses are available upon request.

Figure 1.  Subjective social status by levels of role blurring and schedule control before and during the coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic.
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signals to the self and others a commitment to work and 
adherence to ideal worker norms (Acker 1990; Blair-Loy 
2009; Hochschild 1997; Moen and Roehling 2005; Williams 
2000). To some extent, we might interpret these findings as 
being consistent with the argument of Williams et al. (2013): 
the intensity of work that tends to accompany the work devo-
tion schema reflects a “class act” that further reinforces the 
potent work ethic behind extrarole time and effort, and these 
extrarole performances are exchanged for the rewards of 
greater respect and standing in the workplace (Blair-Loy 
2003; Boswell and Olson-Buchanan 2007). Through reflected 
appraisals, these perceptions circle back to shape self-con-
ceptions, including social status.

And yet, despite the clear upsides for social status that 
seem to be linked to role blurring, the overall picture shifted 
considerably from September 2019. During mid-March 2020, 
as the COVID-19 pandemic was ramping up, the nature of 
role blurring’s association with status appears to have 
changed. We documented that the overall positive association 
between role blurring and SSS was weakened during the 
onset of COVID-19. Collectively, these patterns support the 
attenuated upsides hypothesis, suggesting that the qualitative 
nature of role blurring might have changed in ways that 
undermine what appeared to be its status-enhancing features, 
at least before the pandemic. One plausible explanation for 
these patterns is that the dramatic social and economic shifts 
increased work-home role integration and permeability, 

thereby intensifying the demand-laden features of role blur-
ring and undermining choice and agency in these processes. 
In the hasty implementation of remote work arrangements, the 
“adrenaline high” that Blair-Loy (2003) described as linked to 
the challenges of work devotion might have come to feel more 
like an overdose. Moreover, with “stay-at-home” require-
ments in place, and remote work being primarily shifted into 
the home sphere, the seeming ubiquity of work-home integra-
tion might have tempered the distinctive status that role blur-
ring once signaled. Suddenly the spatial, temporal, and 
psychological boundaries became more integrated—and the 
accompanying role permeability probably intensified—across 
a broader swath of workers. For a time at least, high integra-
tion and permeability in the work-home interface has seem-
ingly become the new normal for many workers.

Discussions about the potency of schedule control are 
pervasive in the literature on the work-home interface (e.g., 
Kelly and Moen 2007; Schieman and Young 2010). Our 
study contributes to that discussion by finding support for 
the perspective that schedule control represents a job-related 
resource and source of social status; in our study, it specifi-
cally seems to amplify the status-based benefits of role 
blurring. We found that the positive relationship between 
role blurring and SSS was significantly stronger among 
individuals who possessed higher levels of schedule control. 
But we also demonstrated two important interrelated pat-
terns: (1) like role blurring, the overall positive association 

Figure 2.  The relationship between role blurring and subjective social status by levels of schedule control before and during the onset 
of coronavirus disease 2019.
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between schedule control and SSS weakened during the 
COVID-19 onset, and (2) while the moderating effect of 
schedule control in the relationship between role blurring 
and SSS appears to have somewhat weakened during the 
early stages of the pandemic, we did not find clear evidence 
of a statistically significant three-way effect between role 
blurring and schedule control before and during the onset of 
COVID-19.

Before we conclude, several study limitations deserve 
mention. Although our surveys do not directly ask respon-
dents if their work patterns have changed as a consequence 
of COVID-19 restrictions, our models repeat the same set of 
work- and job-related questions, and these are included in 
our models as statistical controls (e.g., work hours, job pres-
sure, challenge). Moreover, we recognize that some workers 
continued to go to the office, while others continued to work 
from home. Our measure of role blurring takes these kinds of 
distinctions into account. In addition, if workers were not yet 
required to work remotely by the March data collection 
period, then our findings for the moderating role of the onset 
of COVID-19 may be on the conservative side. Additional 
waves of data collection will allow us to more explicitly 
trace changes in work location. We also acknowledge that 
many other aspects of work and economic life might have 
changed as a result of COVID-19. The C-QWELS II survey 
was purposely fielded early in the pandemic to capture a 
baseline level of experiences of workers as they stood at the 
edge of what has since become considerable social and eco-
nomic transformations.

Some readers might also wonder about the measurement of 
role blurring. First, the average level of role blurring did not 
appear to change between September and March surveys, 
although it might have shifted to a greater degree in the months 
that followed. However, the average level of change in role 
blurring is not the focus of our paper; rather, we concentrate on 
the relationship between role blurring and SSS and (1) whether 
or not that relationship depends on schedule control and (2) if 
COVID-19 onset has altered these status dynamics. Although 
the construct validity of the role blurring measure holds up 
during the early onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, what does 
seem to change is the ways role blurring predicts levels of 
SSS. Moving forward, future inquiry can assess how these sta-
tus dynamics shift as the restrictions associated with the pan-
demic persist and then eventually subside—and when they do, 
if the upsides of role blurring for SSS reemerge.

We also recognize limits to causal claims in this study. 
Like others, we argue that social role conditions predict lev-
els of SSS, not the reverse. Although the alternative direction 
is plausible, it is difficult to imagine how one’s SSS would 
cause one’s client or customer or boss to send e-mails or call 
after work hours; likewise, it is less plausible that one’s self-
placement on the social ladder predicts how much latitude 
one has in scheduling one’s own work hours. Moreover, it 
does not seem likely that a desire to claim higher status will 
inflate the objective level of schedule flexibility to manage 

personal or family responsibilities. As with other indicators 
of SES such as income, we believe that most of the influence 
in these processes accrues to SSS, not as a result of it. 
Nonetheless, longitudinal research that traces within-person 
changes over time is needed to better determine the underly-
ing causal dynamics at play.

Finally, we wish to briefly revisit a comment we made 
earlier in this article related to the sensitivities in studying 
work-home issues during a pandemic. A recent piece by 
Rudolph et al. (2020) explicitly cites “work-family issues” as 
one of the most relevant topics for research related to the 
effects of the pandemic. Although we contribute to that 
effort, we recognize the severe economic and emotional toll 
of the pandemic for many Canadians, particularly those in 
vulnerable segments of the population. In this context, the 
study of role blurring and social status might seem like a 
trivial focus for research. However, as part of the larger 
C-QWELS project, we are also addressing a range of issues, 
including social isolation and loneliness, distress and anger, 
the sense of injustice about inequalities, feelings of power-
lessness and alienation, job loss and insecurity, the loss of 
income, and so on. In the present article, our focus on role 
blurring and SSS evolved from our initial interest in work 
and social status using data from the September sample. We 
discovered those initial results, and then when the pandemic 
emerged, we collected the March data for a variety of other 
objectives, including to study the personal, role, and eco-
nomic disruptions caused by COVID-19. In the effort to rep-
licate the September patterns, we discovered these patterns 
with the March data and felt that the findings speak to core 
work-family issues and social-psychological processes. 
Questions about the conditions that shape SSS are important 
because of its influence on health and well-being, above and 
beyond objective indicators of SES. Collectively, these ini-
tial discoveries might be useful for framing patterns of 
change and role adjustments in the postpandemic period.

To conclude, our findings suggest that both role blurring 
and schedule control, at least during relatively “normal 
times,” appear to provide a status boost to many Canadian 
workers, even net of some of the most commonly observed 
determinants in the prior literature. However, the current 
times are anything but normal, and we have begun to see 
some early implications of the all-encompassing social and 
economic transformations that are currently under way. The 
documentation of robust patterns in such a short period of 6 
months provides a compelling baseline for understanding 
how this collective societal shock and its aftermath have 
transformed the effects of role arrangements on SSS. Moving 
forward, we believe that the addition of qualitative data 
would further enable us to achieve a more nuanced under-
standing of the ways different workers have experienced role 
integration and permeability, how they have adjusted to these 
new arrangements, and ultimately how these relate to the 
ways that individuals perceive their own relative standing on 
the social ladder.
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