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Abstract 

The main purpose of this research was to identify gaps in the existing literature on work 

family conflict from the past 30 years, and develop a viable research plan for further research. 

Research papers from peer-reviewed journals were collected from multiple databases 

including Proquest, Business Source Premier (EBSCOhost), Expanded Academic (Gale), 

Emerald, ISI Web Science, the Sloan Work and Family Research Network at Boston College, 

and Google Scholar. Full text papers published in English in the last three decades were 

included in this study.  The collected papers were then classified and analysed using 

thematic content analysis. Factors influencing work family conflict, their consequences and 

the relevant constructs were systematically identified and summarised. The gaps in the extant 

literature from the past 30 years were identified and these were subsumed under a regional 

gap-theoretical cultural perspective, a measurement gap, cross cultural studies, organisational 

responsiveness, environmental factors and gender role theory. The present study serves as a 

springboard for future studies and theory building on the interaction between the work and 

family domains. This research is original in its nature as it has identified major strands of the 

extant literature on work family conflict and ipso facto it can guide research scholars towards 

the unknown terrain of the work family sphere. This research urges policy makers, 

practitioners and members of organisations to digest this knowledge and it aims to make them 

aware of the overarching area of work and family in the contemporary world.  The major 

limitation of this study is the Tower of Babel Bias, to wit, research studies not published in 

English were excluded from this study.  

Keywords: Work to family conflict; family to work conflict; working hours; role theory.       

 

 

 



International Journal of Human Resource Studies 

ISSN 2162-3058 

2015, Vol. 5, No. 2 

www.macrothink.org/ijhrs 164 

Introduction  

Work family conflict research addresses the relationship between paid employment and 

commitment to kin (Drago and Kashian, 2003). That is, it focuses on the difficulties that 

employees have in balancing their work and family responsibilities (Adams et al., 1996). 

Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) defined work family conflict as “a form of inter-role conflict in 

which the role pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incompatible in 

some respects” (p.77). The subject matter of work family conflict has recently received 

significant consideration from academics, employers, politicians and the media. Employees 

in many countries experience a higher level of work family conflict, due to the pressure on 

their work and family lives than ever before. In recent years, economic and business 

globalisation has made work / family issues increasingly important, not only in developed, 

but also in developing countries (Ling and Poweli, 2001). For example, economic factors 

(e.g., inflation, economic recession, unemployment, and under-employment) and 

globalisation (e.g., foreign investment flows, multinational companies, and the changing pace 

of information technology) impact both directly and indirectly on the way in which people 

live and work. Therefore, research findings in the work family conflict sphere from the past 

may not hold water today. The issue of work family conflict has received much attention and 

it is noted as being a particular concern for today‟s businesses (Grandeyet al., 2005).  

From the organisational viewpoint, work family conflict is a deleterious factor for the success 

and survival of organisations. On the other hand, it seriously affects the family lives of 

employees. Organisational policies and practice regarding balancing work and family vary 

from organisation to organisation. Similarly, the way that individuals balance their work and 

family lives varies depending on factors such as family structure.  Thus, many researchers 

have been looking at work family conflict through multiple lenses. For example, at the 

beginning, researchers looked at the factors influencing work family conflict, then its 

consequences, and more recently, the measures that employers use to balance work and 

family through organisational policies, practices and so on.  Although there is a great deal of 

research on the work and family issue, researchers continue to find gaps and define and 

redefine related constructs.  

Work family conflict is interdisciplinary, ranging across sociology, psychology, organisational 

behaviour, human development, labour economics, industrial relations, management, 

demography, and women‟s studies, but there is a dearth of systematic reviews of the work 

family conflict literature (Drago and Kashian, 2003). A systematic review of research is 

„principally justified by the manner in which the reviewer proceeds, stage by stage, with full 

transparency and explicitness about what is (and what is not) done, typically using a protocol 

to guide the process‟ (Young et al., 2002, p.220). The systematic review has become a 

legitimate research activity especially in the social sciences (Young et al., 2002) and it is 

argued that it is much more needed for the social sciences (Nutley, 2003 cited in Bardoel et 

al., 2008). Thus, carrying out a systematic review of the literature in the work family conflict 

arena can shed new light on unknown areas of this particular discipline. Examining empirical 

studies on work family conflict from 1980 until now has been very useful in explaining many 

relationships between the work and family domains. The main aim of this study is to unearth 
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the gaps by reviewing the extant literature and thus, devising a plan for further future 

investigation. Consequently, it builds a robust knowledge base in the field of work family 

interference. Therefore, this research is timely and significant to advance the field of work 

family conflict and contributes to both the creation and the development of knowledge 

(Drago and Kashian 2003). 

Methods 

Research Philosophical stands 

One of the research philosophies is the ontological assumption that we make about the 

„nature of reality‟. It is pivotal for any study, because otherwise, the study is treated as 

“blinded” (Easterby-Smith et al., 2002, p. 27).  This research assumes the ontological belief 

that the real world is made up of people‟s experiences of work family conflict, to wit, work 

family conflict is a reality that people confront in their day-to-day lives. However, the 

magnitude, causes and outcomes of work family conflict may vary across countries, 

organisations and peoples. Many researchers accept the idea of multiple realities and this is 

called „subjectivism‟. According to Blaikie (2007), it is supposed that reality is not 

independent of individual thought.  Researchers‟ findings are not consistent with each other. 

Research findings vary in different contexts such as in different locations, in different family 

structures, and where there are different organisational policies and practices. There will also 

be differences due to the demographic form of the participants and the methodology used. 

Thus, in terms of its epistemology, this study adopted an interpretivist approach. Research 

approach can significantly vary depending on what is to be researched. Since this research is 

related to a document search (research papers), a thematic content analysis was adopted. Thus 

the knowledge captured definitely forms a new platform for future research. 

Data collection 

The initial search strategy generated 2506 journals articles using the search parameters. Of 

these 2506 articles, almost 21% of the research papers (N=535) were screened during the last 

three decades and then analysed. The following criteria were explored in the selection of 

research papers to be reviewed. 

- Published in a peer-reviewed journal between 1980 and the present. 

- Full text published in English 

- Articles included at least one of the following terms / parameters: work demands and 

family demands, work family conflict, work to live and live to work, work life 

balance, working long hours, family and human resource policy, dual earners, work 

and family, work – non-work/home, work family policies and practices, and work 

family interferences. 

With the help of a web of science search („Web of science search‟ covers over 10000 journals 

and 110 000 conference proceedings in over 45 different languages), a voluminous number of 

research papers were identified in peer-reviewed journals. However, some articles published 

in a language other than English (German, Czech, Spanish, Serb-Croatian, Finnish, French, 
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Italian, Korean, Chinese, and Japanese) were excluded. Some of the articles examined work 

family conflict in a similar way and their results were consistent with other researchers. 

Consequently, those that were repeated were also excluded from this selection. The full text 

of each article was obtained electronically from the following databases: Proquest, Business 

Source Premier (EBSCOhost), Expanded Academic (Gale), Emerald, ISI Web Science, the 

Sloan Work and Family Research Network at Boston College, and Google Scholar. 

Data analysis 

At the outset, the relevant research papers were selected and classified in terms of theme(s) or 

topic(s).  Generally, the theme is the category that is represented in each paper, although 

Corbin and Strauss (1990) describe selective coding in grounded theory. Themes were 

generated including: direction of work family conflict, consequences of work family conflict, 

organisational responsiveness to work family issues, predictors of work family conflict and 

so on. These themes were identified in terms of reviewing journal articles and they featured 

across many disciplinary journals including: Journal of Vocational Behavior; Journal of 

Applied Psychology; Journal of Occupational Health Psychology; Journal of Organizational 

Behavior; Academy of Management Journal; Gender, Work and Organization; Journal of 

Occupational and Organizational Psychology; Journal of Family Issues; the International 

journal of Human Resource Management; Journal of Management; Journal of Business and 

Psychology; Journal of Marriage and Family; Personnel Psychology; Work employment and 

society; Human Resource Management; Career Development International; Human Relations; 

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes; Equal Opportunities International; 

Journal of Family and Economic Issues; New Zealand Journal of Psychology; Community, 

Work and Family; International Journal of Stress Management; Women in Management 

Review; British Journal of Industrial Relations; Construction Management and Economics; 

British Journal of Management; Administrative Science Quarterly; Group and Organization 

Management; and Journal of Management Studies.  

Results and discussion 

A total of 535 published research papers on work family research were found from 1980 to 

the present across 30 academic interdisciplinary journals.  The academic journals where the 

most articles appeared were: Journal of Vocational Behavior (106), which yielding 20%, 

followed by Journal of Applied Psychology (51), Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 

(50), Journal of Organizational Behavior (48), Academy of Management Journal (27), and 

Gender, Work and Organization (26).   The first six journals contributed more than 57% of 

the research papers on work and family; just 43 % of the research papers were found in the 

other 29 journals. Table 1 presents a full list of the journals with the number of articles that 

appeared during the stipulated time period.  
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Table 1: Academic journals in which work family research appeared 

Name of the Journal Number of 

Papers 

% 

Journal of Vocational Behavior 108 20 

Journal of Applied Psychology 51 9 

Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 50 9 

Journal of Organizational Behavior 
a
 48 9 

Academy of Management Journal 27 5 

Gender, Work and Organization 26 5 

Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology 
b
 24 4 

Journal of Family Issues 23 4 

The International journal of Human resource management 20 4 

Journal of Management 17 3 

Journal of Business and Psychology 16 3 

Journal of Marriage and Family 15 3 

Personnel Psychology 13 2 

Work employment and society 13 2 

Human Resource Management 12 2 

Career Development International 11 2 

Human Relations 11 2 

Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 09 2 

Equal Opportunities International 06 1 

Journal of Family and Economic Issues 06 1 

New Zealand Journal of Psychology 04 < 1 

Community, Work and Family 04 < 1 

International Journal of Stress Management 04 < 1 

Women in Management Review 04 < 1 

British Journal of Industrial Relations 04 < 1 

Construction Management and Economics 03 < 1 

British journal of Management 03 < 1 

Administrative Science Quarterly 01 < 1 

Group and Organization Management 01 < 1 

Journal of Management Studies 01 < 1 

Percentages are based on total number of studies (N = 535). 

a
 Previously titled, Journal of Occupational Behavior 

b
 Previously titled Journal of Occupational Psychology 

 

 



International Journal of Human Resource Studies 

ISSN 2162-3058 

2015, Vol. 5, No. 2 

www.macrothink.org/ijhrs 168 

By scrutinising those articles, the following themes were identified in the specified period, 

from 1980 to the present: directions of work family conflict, consequences of work family 

conflict, organisational responsiveness to work family issues, predictors of work family 

conflict, influences of demographic variables on work family conflict, methodological 

aspects of work family conflict. Other aspects are included under additional themes. 

Directions of Work family conflict 

Although work family conflict is anchored in role theory, which was developed in 1964 

(Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985), the conceptualisation of work family conflict between 1980 

and the present has changed. In the 1980s, work family conflict was considered as a 

„unidimensional construct‟ by many researchers (e.g., Kopelman et al., 1983; Cooke and 

Rousseau, 1984; Bedeian et al., 1988). However, during the 1990s, work family conflict was 

as two distinct constructs: „work to family conflict‟ and „family to work conflict‟ (e.g., Gutek 

et al., 1991; Frone et al., 1992; Williams and Alliger, 1994; Kelloway et al., 1999; Haines et 

al., 2013; Allen et al., 2013). In 2000, Carlson et al. clearly spelt out two distinct constructs of 

work family conflict with three forms, leading to a six dimensional model of work family 

conflict: work to family conflict including three forms (time based, strained based and 

behavioural based), and family to work conflict including three forms (time based, strained 

based and behavioural based). In addition, Lu et al. (2006) proffered another form of work 

family conflict as „worry based conflict‟, which may be more salient than behaviour-based 

conflict in modern industrial society. They argued that persistently high unemployment rates, 

increasing living costs, marital distress, and parental stress may damage the stability of 

family life causing worries that interfere with work (Lu et al, 2006). In the contemporary 

scenario, many research scholars assert that both directions of work family conflict need to be 

examined to fully understand the work family interface (e.g., Carlson et al., 2000; Anafarta, 

2010).  

Consequences of work family conflict 

Conflicts between employees‟ work and non-work responsibilities have received considerable 

attention as researchers have consistently demonstrated the negative consequences for both 

the individual and the organization (e.g., Aryee, 1992; Frone et al., 1992; Thomas and 

Ganster, 1995). For example, many employees are not willing to work more hours as this 

reduces the time available to them to fulfil their family roles because anxiety and fatigue 

caused by strain from one role are likely to make it difficult to perform in another role (e.g., 

Frone et al., 1997). The possible outcomes of work family conflict can be classified into 

physical outcomes (e.g. poor appetite, headache, stomach upset, fatigue, hypertension), 

psychological outcomes (e.g. depression, lower marital satisfaction, psychological distress, 

lower life satisfaction), behavioural outcomes (e.g. heavy drinking, cigarette use, anger), and 

work related outcomes (e.g. lower job satisfaction, absenteeism, tardiness and poor 

work-related role performance) (e.g., Schmidt et al., 1980; Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985; 

Bedeian et al., 1988; Aryeel, 1993; Aryee and Luk,1996; Frone et al., 1997; Chiu, 1998;  

Kossek and Ozeki, 1998; Aryee et al.,1999; Burke and Greenglass, 1999; Allen et al., 2000; 

Fu and Shaffer, 2001; Parasurman and Simmers, 2001; Bruck et al., 2002; Ng et al., 2002; 
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Stoeva et al., 2002; Grandey et al., 2005; Foley et al., 2005; Hang-Yue et al., 2005; Boyar and 

Mosley, 2007; Anderson et al., 2008; Lu et al., 2008; Hsu et al., 2010; Wang et al., 2010; 

Rathi and Barath, 2013; Glaveli et al., 2013).  In addition, work family conflict is related to 

greater turnover intention (e.g., Greenhaus et al., 2001),  lower perceived career success and 

satisfaction (e.g., Peluchette, 1993; Martins et al., 2002) and levels of burnout (e.g., Burke, 

1988).  

On the other hand, in 1987, Wiley reported that greater work family conflict is related to 

greater job involvement and affective organizational commitment, whereas Frone (2000) 

found that work family conflict is positively related to anxiety disorders, mood disorders, and 

substance abuse disorders, and his results also showed that the relationship between family to 

work conflict and anxiety disorders was stronger among men than women. Greenhaus, 

Parasuraman and Collins (2001) argued that actual turnover and turnover intention are lower 

among individuals who are less involved in their careers. A limited number of studies have 

examined the mediators of the role of work family conflict between both work to family 

conflict and family to work conflict, and life satisfaction (e.g., Kopelman et al., 1983), 

between both role overload and role conflict with job burnout (Bacharach et al., 1991), 

between job time demands and psychological strain outcomes  (e.g., Major et al., 2002), and 

between work expectations, work conflict, job involvement, and family involvement with 

both quality of work and quality of family life (Higgins et al., 1992). 

Organizational responsiveness at work family issues 

Since work family conflict is associated with severe negative consequences for both 

organisation and family, organisational responsiveness to work family issues is extremely 

important. It is related to flexible work options (e.g., Milliken et al., 1998; Baltes et al., 1999), 

organisational support such as such temporal flexibility, operational flexibility, and 

supportive supervision (e.g., Clark , 2001; Allen, 2001), a compressed working week (e.g. 

Baltes et al, 1999), financial work family benefits (e.g., Milliken et al., 1998), informal 

working accommodation such as rearranging work schedules, taking work home, bringing 

kids to work (e.g., Behson, 2002), childcare (e.g., Goff et al., 1990; Kossek and Nichol, 1992), 

eldercare assistance (e.g., Wagner and Hunt, 1994; Goodstein, 1995), telecommuting (e.g., 

Bailey and Kurland, 2002), flexible career paths (e.g., Honeycutt and Rosen,1997), and the 

adoption of various strategies such as avoidance strategies (e.g., Goodstein, 1994). In 1995, 

Grover and Crooker (1995) examined the effects of four work family practices: flexible 

hours/ schedules; information about childcare assistance; assistance with childcare costs; and 

maternity/paternity leave.  

Most of the research concurred that organisational responsiveness was associated with 

increased job satisfaction (e.g., Clark, 2001; Allen, 2001), lower work family conflict (e.g., 

Allen, 2001), lower turnover intention (e.g., Allen, 2001), higher organisational commitment 

(e.g., Allen, 2001), higher organisational performance (e.g., Perry-Smith and Blum, 2000), 

higher work and family functioning (e.g., Clark, 2001), and stronger profit-sales (e.g., 

Perry-Smith and Blum, 2000), and overall, it lessened the negative effect of work family 

conflict  (e.g., Behson, 2002). In contrast, some of the studies have explored the influence of 
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factors affecting the adoption of work family conflict policies and programmes such as 

structural factors, employers‟ beliefs, and industry factors (e.g., Milliken et al., 1998). 

However, reconciliation policies are extremely uneven across the European welfare states and 

such policies have to be implemented on the basis of pre-existing policies and cultural frames 

within each country (e.g., Cousins and Tang, 2004). Poelmans and Sahibzada (2004) claimed 

that research on the actual implementation of work family policies seems timely and 

necessary.  

Predictors of work family conflict 

Predictors of work family conflict can be categorised into work related predictors and family 

related predictors. 

Work related predictors 

Numerous studies found that working longer hours or longer days can seriously boost work 

family conflict (e.g., Shamir, 1983; Greenhaus et al., 1987; Carlson and Perrewe, 1999; 

Grzywacz and Marks, 2000; Nielson et al., 2001; Fagan, 2001; MacInnes, 2005; Boyar et al., 

2008; Russell et al., 2009; Allen and Finkelstein, 2014). Moreover, work family conflict was 

found to be predicted by greater work demands (e.g., Yang et al., 2000), a greater time 

commitment to work (e.g., Parasurman and Simmers, 2001), rotating shifts (e.g., Shamir, 

1983), higher organisational loyalty (e.g., Tenbrunsel et al., 1995), greater autonomy at work 

(e.g., Parasurman and Simmers, 2001), inequity rewards at work (e.g., Greenhaus et al., 

1987), and working weekends (e.g., Shamir, 1983).  

Cousins and Tang (2004) conducted a study in the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK, to find 

out about working time flexibility and the experience of work and family conflict. Working 

hours are different in the three different countries. Males‟ working hours are 40.5 hours, 41.7 

hours and 43.5 hours per week respectively in the Netherlands, Sweden and the UK. 

Correspondently, females‟ working hours are 26.0 hours, 36.5 hours and 29.1 hours per week 

respectively. It is obvious that the gap between men‟s and women‟s average working hours is 

much greater. Moreover, national newspapers in the UK carry stories that working long hours 

damages workers‟ family lives (e.g. Guardian, November 2000; Financial Times, September 

2001; Sunday Times, January 2002 cited in White et al., 2003). However, in contrast, studies 

revealed that a supportive organisational culture, supervision, mentoring, family sensitive 

supervision, work flexibility and collective socialisation ameliorate work family conflict (e.g., 

Carlson and Perrewe, 1999; Nielson et al., 2001; Clark, 2002). 

Family related predictors 

Several studies found that a number of family related factors are closely associated with work 

family conflict. Children at home (e.g., Carlson, 1999; Grzywacz and Marks, 2000), family 

support and number of dependents (e.g., Carlson and Perrewe, 1999; Grzywacz and Marks, 

2000), family disagreements (e.g., Williams and Alliger, 1994; Carlson and  Perrewe, 1999; 

Grzywacz and Marks, 2000), childcare (e.g., Fox and Dwyer, 1999), higher involvement in 

family (e.g., Carlson and Perrewe, 1999), and greater time demands on family (e.g., Carlson 

and Perrewe, 1999; Yang et al., 2000) were found to be predictors of work family conflict. 



International Journal of Human Resource Studies 

ISSN 2162-3058 

2015, Vol. 5, No. 2 

www.macrothink.org/ijhrs 171 

Demographic variables on work family conflict  

A certain number of studies have explored differences in experiences of work family conflict 

between men and women. The findings of studies on work family conflict that compare the 

experiences of men and women are not consistent with each other.  Some studies found that 

women report more conflict between work and home than men (e.g., Loerch et al., 1989; 

Gutek et al., 1991; Lundberg et al., 1994; Nielson et al., 2001) whereas others found that men 

and women report similar levels of conflict (e.g., Eagle et al., 1997; Emslie et al., 2004; 

Winslow, 2005).   In contrast, some of the research revealed that men experience a higher 

level of work family conflict than women (e.g., Parasurman and Simmers, 2001). 

Furthermore, there have been studies that have failed to find gender differences in the 

experience of work family conflict (e.g., Duxbury and Higgins, 1991; Frone et al., 1992; 

Eagle et al., 1997; Grandey and Cropanzano, 1999).  In those studies, different experiences 

were found to be due to work related factors (e.g, working hours), family related factors (e.g., 

number of dependents), demographic factors (e.g., education) and other methodological 

aspects.  In 1997, Loscocco, in his qualitative study, reported that men experience more 

work to family conflict whereas women experience more family to work conflict, if they have 

young children. Moreover, Duxbury and Higgins (1991) found that work family conflict is 

strongly related to hindering quality of family life more for men than women.  Interestingly, 

Hammer et al. (1997) examined the effects of work family conflict on dual earner couples. 

Their results show that regardless of gender, work family conflict is related to higher work 

involvement and less schedule flexibility. However, greater family involvement is related to 

greater work family conflict for women but not men.   

On the other hand, there is a relationship between gender role perspective and work family 

conflict. Gender role perspective states that work is for men and domestic responsibilities and 

housekeeping are for women (e.g., Gutek et al., 1991). That is, „men are the breadwinners 

and women are the homemakers‟. Therefore, researchers have hypothesised that work is more 

important for men and family is more important for women. Thus, family related factors 

interfere more with work for women than for men, and work related factors interfere more 

with family for men than for women (e.g., Frone et al., 1997). Nowadays, women may be 

more likely to manage the primary family responsibilities along with work responsibilities. 

Therefore, women may be more likely to experience family to work conflict. In the 

contemporary world, many researchers on work family conflict either ignore gender or take it 

for granted. In 2004, Gerson argued that work and family should be examined through a 

gender lens.  

Moreover, a number of previous studies have investigated experiences of work family 

conflict among men and women of different ages and status (e.g., Chandola et al., 2004; 

Emslie et al., 2004). Recently, Emslie and Hunt (2009) conducted semi-structured interviews 

specifically with middle-aged men and women (aged 50 to 52 years). They found that the 

women engaged in a variety of roles (despite having no young children at home) and thus 

experienced more work family conflict than men. Age is another demographic factor that has 

been studied in work family research. Unfortunately, the effect of age on the experience of 

work family conflict has not been studied adequately. Some studies did not find any 
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significant relationship between age and work to family conflict or family to work conflict 

(e.g., Frone, Russell and Cooper, 1997). Also, Grzywacz and Marks (2000) found that 

younger men reported more work to family conflict and family to work conflict than older 

men. Their results indicated that younger women reported more family to work conflict than 

older women. In addition to gender and age, a few studies conducted in the past have 

established a positive linkage between pay level and work family conflict (e.g., Boyar et al., 

2008; Bhave et al., 2013). Moreover, one of the studies also examined the characteristics of 

education and income. However, the results suggest that the two factors do not substantially 

influence work family conflict (Frone et al., 1992) 

Methodological theme 

A number of work family conflict measures have been developed by researchers at different 

times. The majority of measures recognise the bidirectional nature of the conflict. The most 

consistently cited measure in the 1980s was Kopelman, Greenhaus and Connolly‟s measure 

(1983), whereas in the 1990s it was Frone et al. (1992) measure. However, in practice, 

Netemeyer et al. (1996) 10- items measure of work family conflict, and Carlson et al. (2000) 

multidimensional measure of work family conflict have been popular recently (e.g., 

O‟Driscoll et al., 2003; Allen and Armstrong, 2006; Spector et al.,2007; Matthews et al., 2010; 

Halbesleben et al., 2012; Liu, et al., 2013; Cowlishaw et al., 2014).  Nonetheless, the work 

family conflict measures of Burke et al. (1979), Gutek et al. (1991), Hill et al. (2003), 

Thompson et al. (1999), Greenhaus et al. (2001) are also frequently cited. Therefore, several 

standard measures of work family conflict now exist. Notwithstanding those above, most 

recently, Matthews et al. (2010) developed an abbreviated version of Carlson et al. (2000) 

multidimensional measure of work family conflict, consisting of six items. 

Most of the work family conflict research has been conducted in the United States, Australia, 

the United Kingdom and Ireland, and Western Europe. Up to 2006, just 5% of the studies had 

been conducted in Asia (Chang et al., 2009). However, more recently, Chinese researchers 

have created more impetus for broadening work family research in Asia (e.g., Choi, 2008). 

There is a paucity of research in cross-national and cross-cultural studies.  The 

cross-national studies that have been undertaken have compared data from two or more 

similar countries (e.g. Australia and the United Kingdom:  e.g., Harley and Whitehouse, 

2001).  A few cross cultural studies provide exemplars for future research (e.g., Joplin et al., 

2003; Hill et al., 2004; Lu et al., 2010).  

Category Number of Articles 

Single country 513 

Cross cultural studies 15 

Cross national studies 07 

Cross cultural studies of work family issues address not only the problems faced in diverse 

regions themselves, but also the greater variation in political, economic, cultural and 

employment variables than those in single country studies, and thus they provide important 

insights into hypothesized relationships between the phenomena investigated (Chang et al., 
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2009). 

Additional themes 

Numerous studies have been carried out across the work family conflict sphere with 

divergent perspectives. Several studies found moderating and mediating effects on the 

relationship between job stress, work family conflict, burnout and family functioning. For 

example, lack of household support and having children under the age of 13 were found to 

moderate the relationship between job characteristics and family functioning (e.g., Hughes 

and Galinsky, 1994). Staines and Pleck (1986) found that schedule flexibility moderated the 

negative effect of non-standard work schedules on family life. Westman and Etzion (1995) 

studied the crossover effects of burnout between husband and wife, and their findings 

supported their prediction that a husband‟s burnout was positively related to his wife‟s 

burnout and vice versa. Beutell and Brenner (1986) studied gender differences in work values.  

Security, prestige, advancement, and challenge were associated with men, whereas work 

environment, learning and development, independence, cultural and aesthetic interests, and 

making a social contribution through work were associated with women. In 1998, Barling 

and colleagues uniquely examined the impact of parental job stress on children‟s work 

attitudes and beliefs. Their results showed that perceptions of a father‟s job insecurity 

influenced children‟s own work beliefs and attitudes, whereas the mother‟s job insecurity was 

not related. At the cultural level, Yang et al. (2000) found that American employees reported 

greater family demands than Chinese employees, and consequently family demands had a 

greater effect on work family conflict among American employees. However, work demands 

were greater for Chinese employees and they had a greater effect on work family conflict 

among Chinese workers.  

Besides the known arena of work family conflict, the unknown arena of work family conflict 

has been subsumed into the following themes for discussion.  

Regional gap- a theoretical cultural perspective 

Most of the work family conflict research has been conducted in more affluent countries in 

the West whereas relatively few work family studies have surfaced from less affluent 

developing countries, or from nations the East (e.g., Joplin et al., 2003; Hassan et al., 2010). 

Western countries tend to have cultures that value individualism (Yang, et al., 2000; Hofstede 

et al., 2010), and many have governmental and corporate work family resources and policies 

to support individuals in their aspirations to be successful in both their occupational and 

family lives. They also tend to espouse the value of gender equality. In contrast, Eastern 

countries tend to have cultures that value collectivism (Yang, et al., 2000; Hofstede et al., 

2010) and their way of viewing work and family life is different. To put this in a simple way, 

individualists „live to work‟ whereas collectivists „work to live‟ (Hassan et al., 2010). Thus, in 

a collectivistic culture, in order attain meaningful life and happiness, family welfare is given 

utmost importance (Lu et al., 2006). However, almost all of the work family conflict theory is 

based purely on Western studies and cultures. It is questionable whether theories, models and 

findings of work family conflict research carried out in Western countries are valid in other 

settings (e.g., Poelmans, 2003; Spector et al. 2004).  
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The nature and magnitude of WFC might be different in collectivist cultural nations owing to 

cultural factors (e.g. Hang-Yue et al., 2005; Spector et al., 2007). For instance, the extended 

family structure, work place relationship (paternalistic role and emotional nature), large 

power distance, family culture (patriarchal where men‟s “headship” and women‟s 

“submission”) and sensitiveness to interpersonal problems and other interpersonal conflicts 

are peculiar to collectivist cultures (e.g., Mesquita, 2001; Spector et al., 2007; Hofstede et al., 

2010), and potentially influence WFC. For example, emotion in collectivist cultures is a 

relational phenomenon (Mesquita, 2001) and employees are often afraid of disagreeing with 

their superiors, which reflects the state of relationship. Consequently, employees tend to think 

about or be preoccupied with work matters while they are at home and this can encroach on 

the performance of their family role.  Based on these cultural factors and the seminal studies 

of Clark (2000), Ashforth et al. (2000) and Carlson and Frone (2003), this scholarship 

proposes a new under-researched dimension of psychological based WFC as a fourth 

dimension of work family conflict, which explains how thinking about/preoccupation with 

the performance of a work role will distract individuals in their family role or the family role 

will affect the work role in a collectivist cultural nation.  

Moreover, the behavioural based work family conflict dimension was discarded in many 

recent studies (e.g., Lu et al., 2006; Hoobler et al., 2009; Powell and Greenhaus, 2010; Griggs 

et al., 2013; Kailasapathy et al., 2014). It might be plausible that nowadays, in the cut-throat 

and cutting edge business milieux, employee-employer-customer relationships are much 

more complaisant and involve a more deferential approach than ever before and ipso facto, 

some of the theories developed a couple of decades do not hold water today. Thus they need 

to be redefined across many countries. 

In 2008, Choi studied the effects of work and family demands on the life stress of Chinese 

employees.  His results suggested that both work and family demands are related to life 

stress and that family demands seemed to have a stronger association with life stress than 

work demands. His study contributed to the literature by demonstrating a relationship 

between family and work demands in a developing country. However, he argued that the 

findings of this study may not be generalisable to all other developing countries. This may be 

because of the magnitude of the factors influencing the work family context, for example 

political, economical, and cultural factors and so on. This is supported by Hofstede et al. 

(2010). They explained the cultural dimensions by ranking them for different countries; for 

example the masculinity dimension is ranked 56 for India, but for Pakistan it is ranked 50. 

Therefore, in different cultures employees‟ responses to interpersonal conflicts are vulnerable 

in the work and family domains. Therefore, this study calls for future research to capture the 

varying dynamics of the experience of work family conflict in exogenous countries.  

In addition, Lu et al. (2010) recommended that both culture-general and culture-specific 

effects should be taken into consideration in designing future work family conflict research 

and family friendly managerial practices. Thus, in a shrinking world, it is important to keep in 

mind that not all individuals in a collectivist society will be collectivists and vice versa.  

Therefore, there is an unexplored gap in work family conflict research in exploring 

similarities and differences in Eastern countries so that Asian work family conflict theory can 
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be established.  

Measurement gap 

There is another vital gap in the measurement of work family conflict. The existing work 

family conflict questionnaires (e.g., Netemeyer et al., 1996; Carlson et al., 2000) were 

developed in the Western counties. However, in the absence of a well validated scale based 

on Eastern cultures, most researchers in Eastern cultures randomly chose a questionnaire 

from a pool of questionnaires developed in the West rather developing or adapting to their 

own culture. Many research scholars have argued that there is a problem associated with 

using the same questionnaire in a cross cultural study as it has been developed in another 

culture (e.g., Hassan et al., 2010). Since there may be different factors influencing work 

family conflict, the development of a work family conflict questionnaire to represent Eastern 

culture is of paramount importance and still represents a gap.   

Gap in Cross cultural studies  

In 2007, McDonald, Burton and Chang reviewed the sampling choices in 245 empirical work 

life balance papers published in peer reviewed journals between 1987 and 2006. They 

suggested that work family balance research needs to be expanded in non industrialised 

countries with a greater emphasis on cross-cultural comparisons of the phenomena. Many 

researchers in the West have suggested that work family conflict research in the East clearly 

needs more systematic investigations of the cultural differences to see whether work family 

conflict is culture specific or whether it cuts across cultural boundaries. Therefore, it is 

important to measure the cultural values of the people in conducting work family conflict 

research.  

Gap in organisational responsiveness / transferability of work family conflict policies 

No studies have been carried out to identify the transferability of work family conflict 

policies and practices from one culture to another.  For example, extended family is a unique 

feature of collectivistic cultures. Most Western researchers speak about the childcare and 

eldercare policies of organisations (e.g., Goff et al., 1990; Wagner and Hunt, 1994; Goodstein, 

1995). However, this may not be the best solution to alleviate work family conflict in 

collectivistic cultures as there is greater family support in collectivist culture due to the 

extended family members living in the household, and sharing household chores, childcare 

etc (Agarwala et al., 2014). Therefore, there is a gap in finding organisational responsiveness 

to the work family sphere especially in developing/collectivistic countries. Of late, Griggs et 

al. (2013) have supported previous studies in an examination of the importance of extended 

family members in work family studies and opined that they were not aware of any published 

studies investigating extended family support and work family conflict in collectivist 

cultures. 

Gap in changing environmental factors 

Over the next decades it will be expected that there will be more engagement with work 

family policy because of environmental factors like economic recession (e.g., Hassan et al., 
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2010). The answerable question of „which country in the world is stable‟ is becoming 

intriguing. Persistently high unemployment rates, increasing living costs, marital distress, and 

parental stress may damage the stability of family life, causing worries that interfere with 

work (Lu et al, 2006). On the other hand, information technology plays a big role in the way 

that people are doing things both at work and in their families. Therefore, the factors 

determining work family conflict 30 years ago may not be relevant now. Thus, there is gap in 

examining the factors that determine work family conflict at the macro, micro and meso 

levels. 

Gap in testing existence of gender role theory 

Related to environmental changes and national differences, there is the intriguing question of 

„whether role theory is still valid‟ in a collectivist culture. Gender role theory mostly assumes 

the „men are the breadwinners and women are the homemakers‟ family model. In the 

contemporary world, women become more educated, go to work, and look after their kin and 

they can act independently. Therefore, has the major role of the women been changing in the 

past two decades? Or do women only support the uplifting of the living standards of their 

family particularly in developing countries? An overarching fact is that researchers should 

refine gender role theory in accordance with the new era.  

Implications and Conclusion 

Research on work family conflict is criticised by many research scholars for testing 

previously discussed relationships rather than developing new models or concepts (Bardoel et 

al., 2008) and far less exploratory research was conducted between 1980 and 2003 (Casper et 

al. 2007). In line with this argument, this research provides a starting point for academic 

research scholars to understand and assess known and unknown areas of work family conflict 

research during the past 30 years. Therefore, this present study serves as a springboard for 

future studies and theory building on the interaction between the work and family domains. 

Furthermore, this research urges policy makers, practitioners and members of organisations to 

collaborate in order to identify the best mechanism to balance work and family in the 

contemporary world.  More specifically, research has supported that work family conflict 

has its own flavour across different countries and cultures. Nowadays, people‟s movement 

from country to country with the view to working in a host country, international recruitment, 

and migration are common features surrounding human beings. Therefore, this study alerts 

organisational policy makers to think about the cultural differences of people working within 

the same organisation. In sum, this research encourages the development and dissemination 

of the work family sphere towards bridging the gap between theory and practice in different 

scenarios. 

Although this research has reviewed a large number of research papers published during the 

last three decades, it acknowledges several limitations. Firstly, this research focused merely 

on journal articles and not published books, conference papers, colloquium papers or any 

other sources. Therefore, the findings and conclusions are strictly confined to research 

articles published in journals. However, other scholarly works / materials may have some 

valuable insights into work family conflict research. Secondly, published research papers not 
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written in English were excluded from analysis and the exclusion of other languages is 

known as “Tower of Babel Bias‟ (Gregoire et al., 1995).  

All in all, there is a dearth of systematic reviews on work family conflict literature to date. 

The primary aim of this study was to answer the question of what is missing from the 

research agenda, and what research needs to be done by systematically reviewing the existing 

literature over the past 30 years. Research on work family conflict has revealed that work and 

family lives are interdependent and flow in both directions; there is work to family conflict 

and family to work conflict. The identified seven themes during the past three decades were 

systematically explained with utmost effectiveness. Profoundly, this research has outlined 

existing gaps in the literature and the agenda for the future was scrupulously discussed.  

Therefore, the present study serves as a springboard for future studies. 
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