Meanings of Work-Nonwork Boundaries  

Abstract
Researchers in organizational and management studies have extensively examined how individuals navigate the boundaries between their work and personal lives. While numerous studies have explored various strategies for managing these boundaries, the complexity and subjectivity of these experiences are often overlooked. This paper provides a nuanced understanding of work-nonwork boundaries within professional services firms, based on in-depth interviews and qualitative daily diaries from consultants in UK-based global consulting firms. The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis.
Building on boundary theory, which posits that boundaries are mental constructs rather than physical demarcations, this study explores how consultants interpret and construct their work-nonwork boundaries. The findings reveal that consultants in PSFs face unique pressures influencing their boundary management strategies. Although the data were collected before the COVID-19 pandemic, the insights are relevant in the hybrid work era, where blurred boundaries have become more pronounced.
This research contributes to the field by offering a comprehensive understanding of the psychological and emotional dimensions of work-nonwork boundaries. It uncovers coping mechanisms and strategies within the specific context of PSFs, providing insights to inform targeted and effective policies and practices supporting employee well-being.
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Introduction
Researchers in organizational and management studies are continuously investigating how individuals experience the boundaries between their work and personal lives (Kossek et al., 2021). They have examined various strategies, styles, and tactics that individuals use to manage these boundaries (Ammons, 2013; Bulger et al., 2007; Kossek et al., 2012; Kossek & Lautsch, 2008; Kreiner et al., 2009). However, existing research often overlooks the complexity and subjectivity of these boundaries. As a result, there is a growing emphasis on understanding the nuanced meanings that employees associate with their work-nonwork boundaries within specific organizational contexts. This paper aims to provide a more nuanced understanding of work-nonwork boundaries within professional services firms (PSFs). The findings are based on in-depth interviews and qualitative daily diaries collected from consultants working in UK-based global consulting firms. The data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022).
Work-nonwork boundary theory
Boundary theory (Ashforth et al., 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996) is based on the cognitive sociological theory of mental categorisation (Zerubavel, 1991). According to boundary theory, due to role complexity, ‘individuals create and maintain boundaries to simplify and order the environment’ (Ashforth et al., 2000, p. 475). The theory describes boundaries as mental fences that are socially constructed and not necessarily related to a physical place or time. Boundary theory posits that work and nonwork can overlap and that boundaries are not definite but constantly constructed and reconstructed (Nippert-Eng, 1996). This contrasts with some role and work-life balance theories and literature, which tend not to consider blurred boundaries and are less concerned with the dynamic/ongoing process of boundary construction. 
On the one hand, boundaries can have a weak, permeable line, and each domain can influence another or even merge if necessary (integration). On the other hand, firm boundaries mean work and nonwork domains do not affect each other and are segmented (segmentation) (Nippert-Eng 1996). The more we segment, the more we maintain separate mentalities for work and home life. The more we integrate, the more we view ourselves as a single entity with one mentality for all aspects of life (Nippert-Eng, 1996). Boundary theory suggests different types of boundaries, e.g. spatial, temporal, cognitive and emotional boundaries, which integrators blur and segmentors combine (Languilaire, 2009; Nippert-Eng, 1996). 
Many studies have examined boundary management strategies, defined as how individuals integrate or segment their work and nonwork roles (Ammons, 2013; Bulger et al., 2007; Kossek et al., 2012; Kossek & Lautsch, 2008). These scholars distinguish between preferred and enacted boundary management and propose different boundary management styles to describe how individuals draw boundaries (Ammons, 2013). Other scholars focused on individual beliefs about work-nonwork boundaries (Leslie et al., 2019). While boundary management styles focus on how individuals actively manage their work and personal lives, the concept of boundary ideology emphasises the underlying beliefs and assumptions that individuals hold about the separation or integration of these domains (Leslie et al., 2019) suggest that individuals hold certain beliefs about the work-life relationship, such as whether work and life are independent or interdependent. At one extreme is the ideology of segmentation, in which individuals believe that work and life are independent of each other and are separated by solid and impermeable boundaries. At the other extreme is the ideology of integration, where individuals believe that work and life are interconnected domains separated by weak and permeable boundaries. 
While existing research on boundary management and ideology offers valuable insights into individual boundary strategies, it often presents a narrow perspective by overlooking the nuanced meaning and impact of boundaries within specific organizational contexts. This approach fails to capture boundaries' subjective and dynamic nature, where their meaning and function can vary significantly for different individuals and under different circumstances. A growing body of research, such as Dee et al. (2020) and Tomkins and Eatough (2014), emphasizes the need for a more nuanced and contextualized view of boundaries. This shift necessitates understanding the subjective meanings employees attribute to their work-nonwork boundaries and how these interpretations manifest within specific organizational contexts (Poppleton et al., 2008). For example, normative maintenance mechanisms within an organization may shape individual boundary experiences, creating additional layers of complexity to consider. To address this gap, this study aims to understand how consultants constructs meanings of work-nonwork boundaries, including the absence of boundaries.
The COVID-19 pandemic dramatically transformed work practices, particularly by making work-from-home (WFH) a widespread necessity (Alfes et al., 2022). This shift significantly impacted work-nonwork boundaries, leading many employees to experience increased workloads, heightened employer surveillance, and blurred lines between work and personal life. Although the data for this study were collected before the pandemic, understanding the context of pressures to integrate work and nonwork boundaries remains crucial in the hybrid work era.
Understanding the boundaries between work and nonwork has traditionally been approached through broad, generalized frameworks. However, this research shifts the focus towards the more nuanced meanings of these boundaries, particularly in the context of PSFs. This shift is crucial because it acknowledges the complex, multi-layered realities faced by employees in modern, highly dynamic work environments. By delving into the intricacies of how individuals navigate and negotiate these boundaries, we can gain a richer, more comprehensive understanding of their experiences. This nuanced approach not only provides insights into the psychological and emotional dimensions of work-nonwork boundaries but also uncovers the coping mechanisms and strategies that individuals employ within a specific professional context. Such understanding can inform more targeted and effective policies and practices that support employee well-being. Ultimately, this shift towards a nuanced understanding has the potential to significantly advance the field by fostering a more empathetic and context-sensitive approach to managing work and nonwork boundaries.
Methodology
This qualitative study explored the experiences and constructions of the boundary between work and nonwork among UK-based consultants working in global consulting firms. A consultant’s job is considered a typical knowledge-intensive job. It can be described as work characterised by a high degree of ambiguity about what counts as work, a high level of autonomy, a culture of long hours and the relational nature of work (Alvesson, 2004). The daily work activities of consultants are not limited to a physical location, as the means of carrying out work include a good Internet connection, a laptop and a smartphone. As a result, the distinction between work and nonwork may be less clear than in other jobs requiring employees to be in one physical location (Nippert-Eng, 1996; Poppleton et al., 2008). Such a work context will likely provide rich insights into institutional work, emotions and constructions of the work-nonwork boundaries.
This research uses purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) and adopt the concept of information power as proposed by Malterud et al. (2016) to estimate the sample size. The study recruited 30 UK-based consultants from global consulting firms specialising in HR, management and financial advisory, technology, and real estate. Participants ranged in age from 22 to 54 years old and had varying levels of experience, from junior to director. Data collection took place before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, from June 2019 to February 2020.
This research approach was conducted from a critical realist perspective using a contextualist approach (Madill et al., 2000) because this research focus was on lived experiences in relation to the professional context. This research approach uses a critical realist research perspective to understand the participants' experiences and the context that influences their perspectives. As a critical realist ontological assumption suggests, the research assumes that there is a reality beyond speech and text. However, our understanding and access of that reality are shaped by contextual lenses at multiple levels (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 2022). This study was conducted from a contextualist epistemology (Madill et al., 2000) that recognises the contextual nature of knowledge creation, such as critical management literature, in order to make sense of lived experience and understand the importance of context. Conducting research with a contextualist epistemology, we acknowledged the influence of the researcher's own cultural and personal perspective (Madill et al., 2000). The research process was seen as a collaboration between researcher and participant, where reflexivity is an important part of the process (Braun & Clarke, 2013; 2022).
The study employed a two-stage approach involving the collection of daily diaries for two weeks and in-depth interviews. In stage one, participants were asked to maintain daily diaries for two weeks, reflecting on their experiences related to work-nonwork boundaries. They were instructed to write about specific instances when they perceived the boundary to be clear or unclear and to note their thoughts, feelings, and actions in these situations. Additionally, they were asked to record the number of hours they worked each day. Following the daily diary phase, participants were invited to participate in semi-structured interviews in stage two. Interviews were conducted via telephone or online applications and lasted approximately 60 minutes. The interview guide explored consultants' experiences and perceptions of the work-nonwork boundary, including its fluidity, the factors influencing it, and the strategies they employ to manage it.
The two-stage data collection approach aided in building a comprehensive understanding of consultants' experiences with the work-nonwork boundary. The daily diaries captured the fluidity and contextual nature of these experiences, while the in-depth interviews allowed for in-depth exploration and reflection. Reflexive thematic analysis facilitated a nuanced and interpretative data analysis, capturing the meaning and context of the participants' experiences. 
The interview transcripts were transcribed verbatim, including verbal communication cues such as voice intensity, pauses, and restarts. The data analysis was conducted using reflexive thematic analysis (TA) as outlined by Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2022). Initially, diary data was considered for analysis, but the richness and depth of interview data led to focusing solely on interviews. The six-phase recursive process included data familiarization, coding, generating initial themes, developing and reviewing themes, refining and naming themes, and writing up. First, familiarization involved multiple readings of interview transcripts and listening to recordings, with notes taken to capture initial insights and potential themes. Coding then identified relevant excerpts, with systematic application and refinement of codes across the entire data set. This process included both semantic (descriptive) and latent (interpretative) codes. Initial themes were generated by organizing and relating codes, and candidate themes were evaluated for coherence and relevance to the research questions. These themes were then refined, defined, and named, ensuring they accurately represented the data. Finally, the analysis was written up, presenting an analytic narrative that integrated relevant data extracts and existing literature. This approach facilitated an in-depth understanding of participants' experiences and the nuanced meanings of work/nonwork boundaries. The first author kept a reflective journal throughout the research process, documenting personal beliefs, experiences, and potential assumptions and biases that could influence the research. This self-reflection aimed to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings.

Findings
This qualitative inductive study of the meanings of work-nonwork boundaries in professional services firms yielded several important findings. Below, I discuss several important areas of findings and conceptualise boundaries as 1) organisational and client controls, 2) coping and belief systems; 3) physical experiences of limits, and 4) learning experiences and personal change. 
I. Boundaries as organisational and client controls
According to participants, senior leaders directly or indirectly exerted control over work-nonwork boundaries through their authority. Additionally, colleagues who demonstrated their dedication by working long hours set an unspoken expectation for others to do the same. Clients further contributed to the pressure by demanding immediate responses, sometimes with unreasonable requests, leaving employees feeling powerless to refuse. Compounding the issue, some participants felt they had no choice but to prioritize work over personal life, viewing long hours and personal sacrifice as a sign of deep commitment to the firm. This dynamic highlights how power imbalances within the industry dictate employees' boundary setting, ultimately benefiting organizations and their leaders at the expense of employee well-being. For example, Lora felt implicitly pressured by a senior leader to work extremely long hours on a project:
[A] woman that I was going to work with works long hours, and I knew that it just would not be feasible for me to pick up my daughter (…) it's just not possible when you're working with her, and it's not worth (…) it for me to cause an argument with her because she is way more senior, and it's only for a week, and there's just no point, so I just arranged for someone else to pick up my daughter every day because we were working until 1 am in the office. (Lora)
Instead of explicitly demanding employees work during their personal time, managers subtly communicated expectations through their behaviour, e.g.:
I normally just have a scroll through Skype just to see who is online, surprisingly a lot of people are online in the evenings when they get home from actual work, and they're still on their laptops doing work; all of our senior leaders as well, our CEO is always online on the weekends. (Sabina)
Dan's senior managers typically did not explicitly instruct him to work weekends, evenings, or days off. However, their behaviour implied an expectation: they would work every weekend, every evening, and even on their days off. Although they never directly told others to follow suit, their actions created an implicit expectation that everyone should work similarly. Dan believes they may not realize the impact of their behaviour on others:
They [managers] would work every weekend, and they would work every evening, and if they have a day off, they would work on their day off. Now they are not explicitly telling anyone else that they have to do those things, but the expectation then is created that people will work, and I don't think they realize that that's the impact of them doing it. (Dan)
Mike spoke admiringly of his boss, whom he saw as always working and highly motivated, and followed his example: 
[M]y boss is an incredibly... he doesn't have any children, he is incredibly driven and competitive he worked in the US, and I think American culture is very different to European (…) I don't think they respect the boundaries as much, and I'll get emails from my boss at 3 o'clock in the morning, and I'll get them on Sundays, and he doesn't have those boundaries, and I think I've maybe from his lead adopted that kind of like always-on culture. (Mike)
In addition, participants described enduring constant pressure from clients who demanded immediate responses and round-the-clock availability. They described these clients as "greedy," always expecting "more and now." Fiona, for instance, recounted how instant responsiveness and extended availability were perceived as unspoken contractual obligations, adding another layer to the "always-on" burden.
I have clients who send emails at funny times of the day and night and are expecting a response (…). I find it hard that if clients are working, they expect you to be online too. It is always on the phone, cos you have a phone, so people expect you to be available. (Fiona)
I've got this client calling me, calling me and calling me, and then I pick up and say, “Look, I'll help you, but I'm in the hospital, (…) I don't have my laptop with me, I have nothing in order to be able to support you right now, you have to wait till later”, and they're quite aggressive (…). They were particularly unreasonable about the fact that I wasn't able to help. I was like, “Did you hear me? I am in hospital with my daughter” it's not like I just took an hour and had gone shopping. I'm in the hospital with my poorly daughter. (Fiona)
II. Boundaries as coping and belief systems
Facing the industry's inherent boundary-blurring, consultants engage in "mental boundary work," normalizing the situation and justifying it as unavoidable. This internal process helped them adapt to the pervasive overwork culture.
Participants expressed a strong need to accept the blurred boundaries as an inevitable part of their job. They described an environment where everyone worked constantly, even during personal time. This was considered an unwritten job requirement, as exemplified by quotes from Fiona, Gina, and Anna:
In the professional services and consulting world, naturally, people work long hours (…) they just expect everybody to follow suit. (Fiona)
You're in that environment, and you work 10 hours per day or you wouldn't work. (Gina)
I’m more and more thinking that if you wanna stay in the consultancy world, this is what it is, this is what you- I have to accept that it’s the way of life. (Anna)
Feeling obligated to accept this situation, participants developed coping mechanisms. Some, like Jeremy, "repaid" themselves for long hours by using work time for personal tasks when less busy:
[T]he sweetener for that [working long hours] is that it also allows me to have the flexibility to say, well, I can't come to the office before 12 o'clock cause I need to do something else. Take the boys to school or wait for something to be delivered or for the washing machine to be installed. (Jeremy)
Others, like Jimmy, embraced working long hours during peak periods with the expectation of more personal time during troughs:
[I]n consulting, we say we have peaks and troughs, so in the peak, you're really really busy, you've got no free time, and at the trough, you're less busy at work, and you've got more personal time, and I quite like working in that environment and then, so there are some days when I'd just be working all hours in the day, and I won't have any personal time, but that's okay because I know on another day, I'll have less work to do, and more time for myself to do personal things. (Jimmy) 
Several consultants challenged the concept of clear boundaries altogether. Gina, for example, saw work as inseparable from her personal life, arguing that clear separation is unrealistic for career-driven individuals. She even found questions about work-nonwork distinctions irrelevant to her integrated-work-life reality.
I don't believe in people who say oh, work is work, and my private life is my private life because I don't think that's a career they're trying to build. It's just something where you just get the money to pay your bills. But think for people who are looking to build a career, work is part of your life, and you think about it. Like yes, I don't check my emails after 7:00 PM, but I might go to bed and think about a specific project or a specific challenge (...) I have with work. I meet my friends for catch-ups in that social, but then the conversation might be, “Oh, so how is work?” (Gina)
Lora echoed this sentiment, describing work and personal life as intertwined, with flexibility in her schedule but constant availability:
I don't see them as two separate entities, like two distinct entities, like, it's just, they're so intertwined. I mean, I feel I don't do my working life like other people do. I just don't see a clear disconnect, like if (…) I will leave and go to work when I want based on my schedule that day, I don't feel like I just need to just be there for the sake of being there, so I'll just assess my day, and I'll be there when I need to, and if that means I need to work in a different office, so I kind of just ask, I don't feel afraid to do those things (…) because you’re always, you're always switched-on, so like you’re always switched-on, and you're always available, so the hours, I think the hours I'm sat down at a desk working, those are the hours I gave you. But like you're always available, if something comes up, you have to do it, like you do it whenever it needs to be done kind of thing. (Lona)
This section highlights the complex relationship consultants have with work-life boundaries. While some adapt and develop coping mechanisms, others question the very concept of clear boundaries within the consulting industry's demanding environment.
III.  Boundaries as physical experiences of limits
This research identified a concerning pattern of blurred work-life boundaries escalating to complete collapse among consulting professionals. Participants described a gradual erosion of personal time as work demands consumed their lives. This progression often culminated in physical and mental exhaustion, forcing them to stop working altogether.
Several participants, like Tina and Anna, recounted experiences where neglecting personal needs, including sleep, healthy eating, and social interaction, led to health issues. Tina even described a period of peak performance followed by a debilitating breakdown that forced her to take a month-long leave:
I was signed off work with stress for about a month (…), and that was ironically in my best performance year, where I was performing at the top of my cohort (…). I was building a really good reputation, and people knew my name, which is very difficult to happen in such a big company. My name was everywhere (…). And then (…) I kind of had to let go of all the different things I was juggling. (Tina)
Tina emphasised being a top performer as her main goal during that period, which meant that the distinction between her work and nonwork was blurred (‘my life was work’). The irony in her speech may indicate her frustration and self-disappointment, seeing her failure as a top performer, which she found difficult to deal with (‘I had to let go’). 
Similarly, Anna confessed to skipping meals and working late nights to meet deadlines, jeopardizing her well-being:
[I]n two and a half days, I have done my contractual hours for the entire week, so I go to bed way too late, I'm still working, I skipped dinner three times this week and (…) this is not the first time. (Anna)
The narrative suggests that pushing boundaries often led to a breaking point. Graham, initially critical of colleagues who lacked boundaries, revealed a past personal experience involving a critical health episode triggered by overwork. 
[Y]ou end up taking up more and more responsibility, and sometimes the body says this is it, you know, we have to stop, so that was a signal, that was a signal to stop, I fainted [laughs] (…) At the workplace (…) the ambulance had to come and pick me up and take me to hospital, I was in the hospital for like three days [laughs] (Graham)
These accounts emphasize the potential dangers of blurred work-nonwork boundaries and call for a deeper understanding of the impact on consultant well-being. Notably, the study suggests the "collapse" of boundaries may be not merely a conceptual idea but a tangible experience with severe consequences for health and personal life.
IV. Boundaries as a learning experience and personal change
Participants suggest they went through personal learning journey towards establishing clearer boundaries between work and personal life. Some described a turning point where they recognized the unsustainable nature of blurred boundaries and the detrimental impact on their health and well-being.
Several participants, like Jeremy, Kenan and Anna, recounted realizing the constant intrusion of work into their personal space was unacceptable and unsustainable. They described feelings of stress, exhaustion, and a lack of personal life, prompting a desire for change.
[O]ne day, I just realised (…) the last thought I had when I go to sleep is work, the first thing I think of when I wake up is work again, and I found that very stressful and (…) I don't want this. This is not how I want to live. (…) I don't want to do my job like that. I won't do it again. (Jeremy)
[I]f you feel in a way that ok, this is going to be constant, it's not just kind of one-off, but if you get the feeling that this is going to be my life, that this is going to be every day like this, then I didn't want to accept that because I think that's going too far. (Kenan) 
A lot of people just keep going keep going, and it was like for me for about two years that I really felt like I wasn’t thinking anymore, I was, you know, dragging along with work work work work, just work work, there’s nothing else. I don’t wanna go through my life and then just looking back and thinking like, “What’s happened? I wasn’t really aware.” (Anna)
For others, the realization came through the experience of burnout or even health problems. Tina, for example, suffered health issues due to excessive work, highlighting the potential consequences of blurred boundaries. Similarly, Lina's experience with severe depression and stress in a previous consulting role emphasized the need for clearer lines.
These experiences led to a shift in perspectives. Some participants, like Graham, developed cynicism and disillusionment with their organizations due to a perceived lack of value placed on their well-being. 
I decided to stop the crazy work because, in the end, it is the labour market. If they don't need you, they simply fire you without any sort of respect or recognition for that extra effort that you have put into the job, so sometimes for some employers, employees are commodities, so when employers tend to treat employees as commodities and try to maximise the usage of the recourses, then employees become commodities, and they reduce the workforce and have people doing the work of more than one person because that's on their interest. (Graham)
Additionally, individuals like Luke questioned the overall meaning and purpose of work, particularly in contexts where it seemed solely focused on financial gain.
There have been times when I was like working till midnight and then had to be up at 5:30 or 6 o'clock the next day and do that for a week or two weeks or even longer. Where it's just like you coming to the weekend, but you can't switch off, and you can't like you end up not sleeping well because all you dream about is work, the next deliverable and those sorts of things. And it's just like a shitty way to live (…). You know, it's hard. You end up just being like fairly miserable kind of, and it puts pressure on, like, family and friends and loved ones and that sort of stuff. (…) your personal relationships suffer. I also kind of don't want to let my friends down and my, you know, partner down in terms of commitments I've made. (Luke) 
However, the challenges weren't solely negative. Graham's health scare served as a catalyst for re-evaluating his priorities and embracing a more meaningful life beyond mere work. He recognized the limited nature of time and the importance of spending it with loved ones and pursuing personal interests:
Once time is gone, it’s gone, it doesn't matter how much money you have (…) you can not buy it back, there is a limited amount of time, then you're going to die, you see, so it's not wise to spend all your life just working but if you have to work, make the most of that work (…) nobody on their death bed ever says, “I wish I had worked more”, nobody is going to say that, so why to wait, it's better to start managing that and spend time with people that really matter, your family, your parents, your extended family, your friends, your own personal time, hobbies that you like, so those are the things that you have to do now because when you retire, it's going to be too late. (Graham)
Overall, this theme reveals the significant impact of blurred work-nonwork boundaries on consultants' physical and mental health and their relationship with their work and organizations. It also highlights the potential for personal transformation when individuals prioritize well-being and establish healthier boundaries.
Discussion
The findings of this study address several gaps in the existing literature on work-nonwork boundaries, particularly within the context of PSFs. While previous research has extensively examined boundary management strategies, tactics, and conditions (Kossek et al., 2021; Kreiner et al., 2009), our study highlights the nuanced and complex nature of work-nonwork boundaries through the lived experiences of consultants.
Understanding Boundaries as Normative Controls 
A significant contribution of findings is the demonstrated importance of organisational context and power dynamics in boundary management. While previous studies have explored boundary conditions and strategies (Kossek et al., 2006, 2012; Leslie et al., 2019), our findings suggest that organisational controls and client demands play a crucial role in shaping boundary experiences. Senior leaders and clients often exert pressure, either directly or indirectly, leading to blurred boundaries and overwork. Participants reported feeling compelled to conform to an "always-on" culture due to unspoken expectations set by their leaders and clients. This related with the work-nonwork boundary literature on conceptualising senior leaders' pressures as a boundary control. Perlow's (1998) (1998) qualitative study of a software development group shows that managers controlled their subordinates’ time by imposing demands (e.g. setting meetings and deadlines), monitoring (e.g. checking up on them), and modelling expected behaviour (e.g. working long hours themselves). Stanko and Beckman (2015) suggested that boundary controls often go beyond how much time employees spend in the workplace. The researchers suggest that boundary control attempts to control individual time spent in a physical workplace and employees’ attention at any given moment, which is more applicable in today’s workplaces and supported in my research, for example, the case of social boundaries. However, the work-nonwork conceptualisation of boundary control has some limitations. The work-nonwork literature focuses on overt demands. However, this research suggests management indirectly exerts pressure, involving employees’ emotions, identity work and values (Barley & Kunda, 1992; Thompson & van den Broek, 2010).  Relying on Thompson and van den Broek's (2010) the definition of normative control as a form of managerial control aimed at engaging employees' emotions, identity or values and ​​shaping them to serve the organisation, this research suggests that normative controls regulate employees’ boundary work through emotions and thoughts. In addition to managerial controls, the research suggests that clients also perform a control function where the client, rather than the manager, is the primary evaluator of performance. 
Understanding Boundaries as Coping and Belief Systems
This study goes beyond discussing boundaries as a behavioural dimension (Nippert-Eng, 1996). The work-nonwork interface, in general, focuses on what people physically do regarding boundaries or how they shape them (Kossek et al., 2012b; Kreiner et al., 2009), with little attention to mental boundary work. Participants in our study described boundaries as deeply intertwined with their personal identities and professional roles, highlighting the subjective nature of these boundaries. The concept of "mental boundary work" emerged as consultants normalized and justified the pervasive overwork culture as an unavoidable aspect of their job and constructed their belief system around work-nonwork. This aligns with Nippert-Eng (1996), who describes boundaries as mental work that individuals continuously undertake.  Other researchers also emphasise the importance of understanding mental boundary work. For example, Izak et al. (2023, p.19) define ‘intersubjective boundary-work’ as the mental labour of boundary-making that underpins modern work without any objective boundaries between work and personal life. Boundaryless career literature similarly defines boundaries, e.g. Gunz et al. (2007, p.478) states that boundaries are ‘constructed in the heads of the people experiencing them.’ Our research contributes to mental boundary work literature by unveiling how consultants come to terms with work-nonwork boundary integration and overwork culture in consulting, namely, by creating coping strategies such as normalizing and justifying overwork and compensating themselves, as well as constructing broader belief systems, such as the integrated self. 
Impact of COVID-19 on Boundary Dynamics
The COVID-19 pandemic has further complicated work-nonwork boundaries by making work from home (WFH) a necessity (Alfes et al., 2022). Although our data were collected pre-pandemic, the findings resonate with post-pandemic studies that highlight increased workload and blurred boundaries during WFH (Adisa et al., 2022; Allen et al., 2021; Kossek et al., 2021). The pandemic context underscores the relevance of our study, as the issues of boundary blurring and its impact on well-being have become even more pronounced. Participants in our study described experiences similar to those reported during the pandemic, such as the constant intrusion of work into personal time and the pressure to be constantly available. This suggests that the challenges of blurred boundaries are not new but have been exacerbated by the shift to remote work. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for developing effective boundary management strategies that can address both pre-existing and emerging challenges.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this study addresses several gaps in the existing literature by offering a nuanced and contextualized understanding of work-nonwork boundaries in PSFs. By highlighting the subjective, dynamic, and complex nature of these boundaries, as well as the significant influence of organisational context and power dynamics, this research contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of boundary experiences. The findings underscore the importance of considering the physical and mental health implications of blurred boundaries and the potential for personal transformation in response to boundary challenges. Future research should continue to explore these dimensions, particularly in the context of evolving work practices and the ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Implications
This research contributes to the understanding of boundary management by highlighting the complex and nuanced nature of work-nonwork boundaries in the context of professional services firms. The findings underscore the importance of addressing organisational and client controls, cultural norms, physical manifestations, and the dynamic nature of boundaries in promoting healthier work-life integration. These insights have practical implications for organisations seeking to improve employee well-being and support sustainable boundary management practices. By adopting flexible policies, recognising the role of physical elements, and fostering a culture that values work-life balance, organisations can create a more supportive and conducive environment for their employees. Future research should continue to explore these dimensions, advocating for organisational changes that promote employee well-being and sustainable boundary management.
Limitations and Future Research
This study has several limitations that suggest avenues for future research. One limitation is the study's retrospective approach to understanding long-term boundary changes. Future research could employ longitudinal designs to track changes over time, offering more detailed accounts of boundary management. Second limitation is that this study's data was collected before the COVID-19 pandemic, and post-pandemic data might reveal different insights. Future research should explore how new work arrangements shape consultants' experiences. Although this study broadly explored work/nonwork boundaries, future research could delve deeper into specific aspects, such as the embodied nature of boundaries, and explore these experiences in other professional contexts.
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