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Abstract
During the last few decades researchers have developed an enormous interest in the interaction of
the work and family domains. This paper is an attempt to review the recent literature and to categorize the various outcomes produced by the relationship between work and family as far as
health is concerned.
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1. Introduction
Despite the fact that in the past work and family were considered to be unrelated to each other (Kanter, 1977),
the growing empirical research has proven that this was just a myth (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Greenhaus,
Allen, & Spector, 2006). At first look, this relationship between the two domains was believed to be strictly
negative (Work-Family Conflict); nevertheless scholars have only recently argued that the work-family interface
can also have a positive side (Work-Family Enrichment).
*

These authors contributed equally and shared last authorship.
Corresponding author.

#

How to cite this paper: Ioannidi, D.-E., Nikolatou, I., Sioula, E., Galanakis, M., Chrousos, G. P., & Darviri, C. (2016). The Implications of the Conflict between Work and Family in Strain Levels: A Review Paper. Psychology, 7, 1138-1145.
http://dx.doi.org/10.4236/psych.2016.78114

D.-E. Ioannidi et al.

Many employees face the challenge of combining work and family roles. This can result in work-family conflict. The amount of these resources is fixed and thus the involvement in multiple roles results in the allocation
of much greater resources to one role than the others (Rothbard, 2001; Greenhaus & Powell, 2003). As a consequence, the individual’s effectiveness in some life roles is being compromised (Greenhaus, Allen, & Spector,
2006) and thus the experience of conflict between the work and the family domains is inevitable (Karatepe &
Bekteshi, 2008). Even though there is a vigorous area of research activity in recent decades, to the best of authors’ knowledge there are not many recent articles that present the consequences of the work-family conflict in
health. Thus, the main purpose of this paper is to focus on the work-family literature in order to identify the
outcomes that derive from both the conflict and the facilitation process, and to propose areas that have not been
given attention yet.

2. Worklife Balance
Greenhaus and Beutell (1985: p. 77) were the first who referred to the work-family conflict and defined it as “a
form of inter-role conflict in which role pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incompatible
in some respect”, meaning that “participation in the work (family) role is made more difficult by virtue of participation in the family (work) role” (Van Steenbergen & Ellemers, 2009; Kalliath, Hughes, & Newcombe,
2012).
Despite the fact that, at first, researchers used to study only one direction of the conflict (work interference
with family) (Cooke & Rousseau, 1984; Bedeian et al., 1988), they soon realized that work-family conflict is a
bidirectional phenomenon (Choi & Kim, 2012; Kalliath, Hughes, & Newcombe, 2012), and as such it consists of
two dimensions, work-to-family (WTF) and family-to-work (FTW) (Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1992; Frone,
Yardley, & Markel, 1997; Zhao, Qu, & Ghiselli, 2011). According to Netemeyer et al. (1996: p. 401), workfamily conflict (WFC) refers to “a form of inter-role conflict in which the general demands of, time devoted to,
and strain created by the job interfere with performing family-related responsibilities”, whereas family-work
conflict (FWC) refers to “a form of inter-role conflict in which the general demands of, time devoted to, and
strain created by the family interfere with performing work-related responsibilities” (Karatepe & Bekteshi, 2008;
Karatepe & Kilic, 2009). The models assume, in particular, that job stressors and job involvement antecede WIF
and family stressors and family involvement antecede FIW. Of particular importance for the present study,
Frone et al. (1992) further proposed that WIF affects family distress and FIW is assumed to affect job distress.
In contrast, effects of WIF on job distress and effects of FIW on family distress are not assumed.

3. Implications of the Work-Family Conflict
In a research conducted by Grice et al. (2011) it was investigated in which way the WFC and FWC are associated with the mental & physical health of postpartum women in Minnesota. Results indicate that both directions of workfamily conflict are inversely associated with mental health scores, but no clear association was
found between job spillover and physical health. The latter was examined in other studies as well, and the majority of the findings suggest that work-family conflict results in poor health (Greenhaus, Allen, & Spector,
2006). However, Van Steenbergen and Ellemers (2009) in their research concluded that WFC is related to poorer scores on health outcomes, whereas FWC was not related to any of the health outcomes measured (cholesterol,
body mass and physical stamina). In another study by Lallukka et al. (2010), the associations of work-family
conflict and unhealthy behaviors among British, Finnish and Japanese employees, were explored. According to
the findings, only few and inconsistent associations with unhealthy behaviors were observed. It was found for
example that a positive relationship exists between work-family conflict and unhealthy food habits for women in
Finland; work-family conflict was clearly associated with smoking but only among Finnish men and that workfamily conflict was related with drinking among women in Britain, but not in Japan (Lallukka et al., 2010).
Moreover, as indicated in the literature, work-family conflict exacerbates exhaustion, both physical and emotional (Karatepe & Uludag, 2007; Yanchus et al., 2010; Karatepe, 2010; Kalliath, Hughes, & Newcombe, 2012).
Besides, it is also positively linked to negative emotions such as depression, anxiety, resentment, frustration and
even anger (Greenhaus, Allen, & Spector, 2006), as well as to increased levels of psychological strain (Kalliath,
Hughes, & Newcombe, 2012).
Another area that it also appears to be strongly related to work-family conflict is sleep. More precisely, in a
study by Lallukka et al. (2013) clear associations were detected between FWC and subsequent sleep medication
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among men, but not among women. Work-family conflict also produces various family-related outcomes. In
their study Kalliath, Hughes and Newcombe (2012), exclaimed that work-family conflict is negatively related to
the quality of the individual’s relationship with his/her partner, as well as the quality of time spent with children,
family and friends. Strazdins et al. (2013) focused on work-family conflict and its detrimental association to
children’s mental health. Cinamon, Weisel and Tzuk (2007) pointed out that WFC of one spouse has a positive
relationship with FWC of the other spouse, while both dimensions of conflict (WFC and FWC) have a negative
impact on the quality of parent-child interaction and parental self-efficacy. Finally, Cho and Allen’s (2012) research results indicate that work-to-family conflict interferes with parent-child interactive behavior. More specifically, WFC has a significant negative impact on parent-child active activities, that is educational and recreational activities, but the findings for passive activities appear to be incongruent.
Over the last three decades, a multitude of studies have examined the relationship between work-family conflict and strain (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; Amstad, Meier, Fasel, Elfering, & Semmer, 2011). Strains
are the psychological, behavioral, and physiological reactions to environmental demands, threats, and challenges
(i.e., stressors) and include responses such as burnout, depression, and headache (Ganster & Rosen, 2013; Griffin & Clarke, 2011). Although empirical evidence consistently supports positive correlations between both
forms of work-family conflict and strain, certain controversies in the literature remain unresolved. There are researches that claim that the work-family conflict is a potential stressor that leads to various forms of strain.
These arguments seem to have been based on Meijman and Mulder’s (1998) effort-recovery (E-R) model (for an
example, see Geurts, Kompier, Roxburgh, & Houtman, 2003). According to the E-R model, exerting effort at
work can result in negative load reactions, such as sleep problems and fatigue. The model further proposes that
these negative load reactions are reversible through the process of recovery that occurs when the functional systems challenged during work go untaxed. However, when the individual is continuously exposed to these demands, no recovery can occur and psychobiological systems do not return to a baseline level. As a result, load
reactions accumulate and may lead to longer term negative effects, such as impaired well-being. Through the
lens of the E-R model, work-family conflict causes strain because it reduces opportunities for recovery in the
family domain.
Except this model, there is the Hobfoll’s (1989) COR theory. The theory proposes that individuals are motivated to gain or maintain resources, including “objects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that are
valued by the individual or that serve as a means for attainment of these objects, personal characteristics, conditions or energies” (Hobfoll, 1989: p. 516).
But, there are argument suggesting that strain is likely to affect the perception and experience of work-family
conflict. Kelloway et al. (1999) suggested that individuals with high strain undergo selective recall and attention,
such that availability of negative thoughts and information is increased. Thus, distress is likely to affect the perceived frequency and intensity of difficulties of combining work and family roles.
Finally, there are arguments supporting that Work-family conflict and strain cause each other and typically
refer to the notion of “loss spirals” as described in Hobfoll’s (1989: p. 519) COR theory (for an example, see
Demerouti et al., 2004). As explained above, this theory proposes that individuals strive to obtain and protect
valued resources. When resources are initially lost, individuals become more vulnerable to future losses because
replenishing and protecting resources requires the investment of other resources. That is, restoring one resource
can deplete another resource. As a result, loss spirals can follow initial losses. This view would receive support
if work-family conflict and strain predicted each other.

4. Methodological Approach
In order to find relevant articles, we used Scopus, the abstract and citation database of peer-reviewed literature.
The term that has been employed as a key word was “work-family” along with (AND) the terms “outcomes”,
“consequences” and “meta-analysis”, which they were used interchangeably, using English language restrictions.
The first aim of the authors was to review articles published over the last five years, however the vast majority
of the search results were studies focused only on facilitation, which did not serve the purpose of this paper. As
a result, it was decided to extend the search to articles that have been published over the last decade, meaning
that the publication dates would range from 2003-2013. Following this procedure 440 articles were identified.
Only journals which fall into the categories of social sciences, psychology, business, management and accounting as well as decision sciences were admitted in the article selection phase. Finally, only 80 were selected be-
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cause these articles investigate the area of work-life balance from a duplication perspective. They include the
two directions of conflict and facilitation together. Furthermore, only 45 articles were referred to specific
work-family outcomes (Figure 1).
Search and selection were conducted independently by two separate researchers (D.I. and I.N.) qualified for
research methodology issues. Classification of observational studies by design was performed independently by
the two researchers. We used, in order to extract the data, the consort checklist scale, 2010.

5. Results
There are two important focal domains of adult life: work and family. However, the role expectations of work
and family are not always compatible, which can create conflicts between work and family. Two directions have
been identified for the inter-role conflict, including Work-Interference into Family (WIF) and Family Interference into Work (FIW). This is a reciprocal relationship in which work issues occur if the job obligations remain
unfulfilled because one’s family interferes with work. Consequently work issues interfere with family domain.
Nevertheless, work family conflict is not limited to the two mentioned directions but it is also expanded to strain
based inter role conflict. Work-family conflict is a potential stressor that leads to various forms of strain.
Results indicate that work family conflicts contribute to health-related problems and decreased quality of life.
Work family conflicts are positively associated with general psychological strain, work and family related stress,
somatic/physical symptoms and poor mental health. The majority of findings suggest that work-family conflict
results in poor health and well-being. At the same time only few and inconsistent associations with unhealthy
behaviors were observed.
Potentially relevant articles
identified and screened for
retrieval (n= 400),
Key words: outcomes,
work – family, work –
family strain, consequences

Articles excluded (n=360):
No mention of the two
directions of conflict and
facilitation together

Articles retrieved for more
detailed evaluation (n=80)

Articles excluded:
Their hypotheses were not
referred to specific work-family
outcomes (n= 32)

Articles included in systematic review
(n=48)

Figure 1. Flow diagram of screening process of articles.
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Both dimensions of conflict (WFC and FWC) have a negative impact on the quality of parent-child interaction and parental self-efficacy. The reciprocal relationships between WIF/FIW and strain held for both men and
women.
In Allen et al.’s meta-analysis, work-family conflicts were negatively associated with life satisfaction and job
and positively associated with general psychological strain, work and family-related stress, somatic/physical
symptoms, depression, and burnout. Similar findings are reported in a more recent meta-analysis by Amstad et
al. These researchers also considered the reciprocal relationship of family and work and assess three categories
of potential outcomes: work-related outcomes, family-related outcomes, and domain-unspecific outcomes.
Results show that WIF and FIW are consistently related to all 3 types of outcomes. Both types of interrole
conflict showed stronger relationships to same-domain outcomes than to cross-domain outcomes. Work-related
outcomes such as work-related stress and organizational citizenship behavior were more strongly related to WIF,
while family-related outcomes such as family satisfaction and family-related stress were more strongly associated with FIW. For both WIF and FIW, the strongest relationship was shown for domain-unspecific outcomes
such as life satisfaction, health problems, psychological strain and stress.
Work family conflict exacerbates exhaustion both physical and emotional and is positively linked to negative
emotions such as anxiety, depression, anger, frustration and resentment. WFC and FWC have positive relations
with depressive symptoms and WFC have negative effects on psychological health. According to the results
work family conflicts not only exert a direct effect but also have an indirect effect on depressive symptoms
through inhibiting specific psychological responses.
Another area that it also appears to be strongly related to work family conflict is sleep as it can lead to an increase of sleep problems and sleep complaints. Despite the advances in examining the association between work
family conflict and sleep quality and quantity, little is known about the effect of multi-dimensional construct of
work family conflict on sleep. However, exerting effort at work can result in negative load reactions, such as
sleep problems and fatigue.

6. Discussion
Most models in the work-family literature assume that work-family conflict influences strain but they don’t
recognize the influence of strain on work-family conflict. It has been made clear that the literature focuses on
individual and work related outcomes produced by the work family role interaction. As there is evidence for the
reciprocal relationships between both forms of work-family conflict and strain, existing models could be extended by taking into consideration these reciprocal effects. The association of both work-family conflict will be
a promising avenue for future research.
It is also important to understand and examine why work-family conflict and strain are related. Although we
know the direction of effect, we do not have the insights into the underlying mechanisms that are crucial for us
to understand better the relationship between work-family conflict and strain. For that reason, we suggest that
future research should address mediators in the above relationship.
The role of work-family conflict in other significant domains such as children’s school performance, children’s career choices and their beliefs about work could also be examined. Children’s life satisfaction but also
spouse life satisfaction could be another promising avenue for research. The work family conflict and the negative emotions, the psychological strain and on the other hand the emotional intelligence, the decision making,
the sexual life and the individual’s intention to marry and have children should also be examined in the sphere of
work-family conflict.
In this review we tried to examine the direction of effect and the pattern of relationship between work-family
conflict and strain. By including studies that used different time lags between the measurement waves, we found
if the relationship between work and family conflict and strain depend on the length of the time lag. The reciprocal relationship of work-family conflict and strain according to our research can support conservation of resources theory (COR) notion of loss spirals and sheds light on the way these factors influence each other.
These results may contribute to prevention activities. Worksite interventions simultaneously considering both
work and family characteristics may be most effective in reducing health risks. It is very important for practitioners in order to design organizational interventions targeted at improving employee’s work-life balance and
health. By reducing strain, organizations could help reduce work family conflict and ensure employees’ wellbeing.
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Interventional programs that help working people to reduce workplace stressor may also lead to better sleep
quality. This could enhance employees’ perceived organizational support and could be regarded as a resource
that could cause positive work attitudes and outcomes and has positive effects on employee’s mental health. In
addition perceived organization support could affect job satisfaction, turnover intentions and depressive symptoms.
Mostly, work family research is based on cross-sectional studies. Consequently, future studies should address
the longitudinal relationships of work family conflict with family related strain. Due to the fact that poor work
life balance has been identified as one of the top emerging psychosocial health risks in the work force, longitudinal studies since they are relatively scarce, could shed light on health effects. Future research employing a
longitudinal design and subject to lower selection biases is required to tease out the interrelationship between
exposures such as family structure, work quality and work family interface and to point to the most appropriate
policies to support employed persons. Additionally research on gender differences in health outcomes of WFC
and FWC could shed light on the strength of the relations of WFC and FWC to health outcomes in men and
women.
Regarding the present paper we should note that one research database was used in order to identify the reviewed articles. There may be studies published that have not been taken into consideration because only journals in the category of social sciences and psychology were admitted in the article selection phase.

7. Conclusion
In conclusion, there is evidence that Work Interference with Family (WIF) predicted strain and strain predicted
work interference with family. Similarly, family interference with work and strain were reciprocally related.
Family Interference with Work (FIW) predicted strain and strain predicted family interference with work. However, Work Interference with Family (WIF) had a stronger effect on work strain than did Family Interference
with Work (FIW). It is important to understand and examine why work-family conflict and strain are related.
Although we know the direction of effect, we do not have the insights into the underlying mechanisms that are
crucial for us to understand better the relationship between work-family conflict and strain. For that reason, we
suggest that future research should address mediators in the above relationship.
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