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Each month the Work and Family Researchers Network spotlights the
contributions of a scholar who is making significant advances in
understanding work-family concerns. We are delighted to present the
following interview with Haley Cobb.
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WFRN - How did you first get introduced to work-family issues and become a researcher
in this field?

Haley - | was first introduced to work-family issues when | took a course on Occupational
Health Psychology in college, which primarily drew me to Industrial-Organizational
Psychology because of my interest in topics such as burnout and general worker
well-being. After receiving my master’s degree in Experimental Psychology and
working for several years, | decided to return to school to pursue a PhD in
Industrial-Organizational Psychology. While working with my advisor Dr. Candice
Thomas during my PhD program at Saint Louis University, | became more exposed
to work-family issues and worked on projects more related to work-family than
general occupational health psychology.

My PhD training was extremely helpful in formulating my research identity, which |
continue to mold and explore as an assistant professor. One of the most impactful
experiences of my PhD program was my comprehensive exam; For my
comprehensive exam at Saint Louis University, | chose the option to write 2-3
papers on a topic of my choice. | focused on work-nonwork boundary management
(e.g., how individuals manage the real and figurative demarcations between work
and family roles, domains, and identities), which was a topic that | had stumbled
across earlier in my PhD program and was so perplexed and intrigued by it.
Boundary management has really become the foundation of a lot of my work
because of that training. I'm increasingly interested in how individuals separate
work from family and vice versa, or choose not to, and how organizations are
implicated in this process. To me, work-family is such a comprehensive way to
examine health and well-being of workers, organizations, and societies, while also
incorporating ideas of justice and gender equity around the world.

WFRN - How did you first get involved with the WFRN? What do you value most about
the organization?

Haley - Similarly, Dr. Candice Thomas encouraged me to go to a WFRN conference
during my PhD program. It was 2022, and no one else from my PhD program was
going. | actually didn’t really know anyone that first year! But | met some incredible
people from all over the world, and | immediately loved how interdisciplinary WFRN
is. Over the past several years, I've been involved in WFRN in several ways in
addition to attending the bi-annual conference. | worked on the EDI subcommittee,
and in 2024, | was selected as an Early Career Fellow. The Fellowship program
connected me to other early career work-family scholars, some of whom have
become friends, colleagues, and co-authors.

© 2025 Work & Family Researchers Network | All Rights Reserved



Some of the things | value about WFRN are how supportive and inclusive it is. It's
such a small group that I've gotten to know a lot of people and find make
connections. | also love that everyone in WFRN is focused on the same or similar
issues (i.e., work-family) but from different viewpoints, cultures, and academic
backgrounds. The diversity and interdisciplinarity is really unique and exciting.

WFRN - Tell us about your current research, what are you studying?

Haley - Currently, work-family boundary management is my main area of research, and
I’m also expanding my horizons to begin to explore Human Resource Management
and organizational policy. I’'m especially interested in the intersection of the two:
how can organizational practices and policies support or undermine individual’s
boundary management? I've long been interested in individuals and how workers
themselves manage their stress, and I'm growing more and more curious about
how individuals blend with or fit with their organizations’ policies to have successful
work-family lives. Much of the boundary management literature is focused on
individuals (e.g., preferences, enactment) and there is a growing focus on the
organization’s role. In that vein, I'm working on a couple of boundary management
fit projects, which look at the intersection of an individual’s boundary management
preferences and how the organization impacts boundaries. One of these projects
is with another 2024 Early Career Fellow who | met at WFRN, Mengyi Xu at the
University of Birmingham.

Beyond this my main methodological technique is secondary research, including
systematic reviews and meta-analyses. | am leading several systematic reviews
on a variety of work-family topics, including 1) the ideal worker, 2) disability, and 3)
women’s career outcomes and policy. | am leading the project on gender and policy
with my co-author and another ECR Fellow, Joseph Regina at Rutgers University
- Camden.

WFRN - What are your big findings? Did you make any unexpected discoveries?

Haley - One of my biggest findings was highlighted in my article “Measuring Boundaries
and Borders” in the Journal of Vocational Behavior where we identified and
discussed the implications of construct proliferation in boundary management
research. Not only was it a big finding when we identified just how messy that
research area is, but I've had so many colleagues commend that work, even
people who aren’t in work-family or industrial-organizational psychology that want
to use my methods to create a measurement taxonomy in their fields. Another big
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finding of mine, that isn’t boundary management-related, is from a study that is still
a work-in-progress. | collected diary-study data from full-time workers and
examined two competing mechanisms underlying the relationship between
workaholism and work-family conflict. We wanted to know why workaholism is
related to increased work-family conflict as experienced on a day-to-day basis.
One of the most compelling findings is that psychological detachment from work
might actually more important than behaviors, like long work hours. This was an
unexpected and interesting finding and a testament to how important it is to
manage our psychological well-being and not just our time spent at work.

WFRN - Can you tell me about how your research might help individuals or families
develop effective personal strategies??

Haley - One of the reasons | became interested in boundary management fit was this
recognition that so many of us set boundaries passively or reactively; we adhere
to boundaries that were created for us or we react to people violating our
boundaries. For example, think about the last time you went on vacation. Did you
put up an away message on your email and have someone cover your work while
you were away, or did you continue to respond to emails, calls, or texts while you
were on vacation? How much of the way you responded to those demands was
because you wanted to or because you felt an expectation to? A lot of what | study
are things that so many people experience but might not have the words for. Giving
people the ability to voice what they’re experiencing and to feel validated by that
can be just as empowering as giving people tools for actionable change.

Building off this research, a dream project of mine is to create a boundary
management coaching intervention where a team of coaches would actually give
individuals or families the tools to better understand what boundary management
means to them and how to set effective boundaries. Broadly, some of my research
looks at the strategies or behaviors individuals can engage in given what's
available to them in their organization or some life condition, such as having a
disability.

WFRN - How do you integrate work-family topics in your teaching and/or training? Do
you have an assignment or approach that is especially effective?

Haley - A lot of my examples in class are work-family related, and | use it as an opportunity
to talk about legal issues in the workplace, the importance of equity, and how social
norms and policies can harm certain groups of people. In my course Introduction
to Industrial-Organizational Psychology, we usually watch a recorded lecture from
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Dr. Eden King called “Why the ‘Opt-Out’ Explanation is Insufficient: Subtle
Messages Push Women out of Work”. Repeatedly, I've had students with such
strong reactions to this lecture; some talk about their own experiences with gender
and bias, others talk about their female family members. | think when I’'m working
with undergraduates, it's important that | expose them to these issues and give
them tools to cope with it if and when it happens, such as talking about the Equal
Pay Act, Pregnancy Discrimination Act, or the Americans with Disabilities Act.

WFRN - What advice would you give to graduate students or those early in their
professional careers?

Haley - | have two pieces of advice: keep reading to fuel your curiosity and find your
community. Academia is not for the faint of heart but it's such a rewarding and
fulfilling path if you can handle it. For me, reading and staying curious allow me to
focus on the more meaningful parts of the work. Related to this, | would also highly
suggest keeping track of how you’re spending your time and to find a way to
prioritize research and writing every single day. I'm here because | love research,
and I’'m much happier on the days that I've done at least something related to my
research, even if it's just reading one article or writing a couple sentences in a
manuscript draft. My other piece of advice is to find your people and community.
Maybe they’re at WFRN or maybe they’re scattered across a few networks and
universities. I've met really amazing people through WFRN and other industrial-
organizational psychology groups. | have found that the community is strong,
supportive, and full of good people. The people really do make the place.

ABOUT THE WFRN

The Work and Family Researchers Network’s mission is to facilitate virtual and face-to-
face interaction among academic work and family researchers from a broad range of fields
as well as engage the next generation of work and family scholars. The WFRN welcomes
the participation of policy makers and workplace practitioners as it seeks to promote
knowledge and understanding of work and family issues among the community of global
stakeholders.

To learn more about the WFRN, please visit our website WFRN.ORG. To become a
member, please click on this link https://wfrn.org/become-a-member/.
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