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ABSTRACT. The current content analysis examines work-family conflict (work-to-family
conflict and family-to-work conflict) research published between January 2010 and December
2018. The bioecological theory was used as a conceptual framework to deductively develop and
guide the content-coding of hypotheses/research questions. Fifty-eight empirical articles
containing 196 hypotheses/research questions were included in the sample. Results indicate that
the microsystem was examined more than other ecological systems, and demand characteristics
were assessed more than resource or force characteristics of work-family conflict. In addition,
among individuals’ demand characteristics, age and gender were studied more than race in
relation to understanding work-family conflict experiences. Taken together, these findings
suggest that future work should focus on studying resource characteristics, demand
characteristics, and and the influences of the exo-, macro-, and chronosystems that may better
explain work-family conflict among employees in the United States.
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WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT CONTENT ANALYSIS 1

A Content Analysis of Work-Family Conflict Scholarship in the United States, 2010-2018

The rapidly changing workplace environment (e.g., the emergence of short-
term/temporary jobs), recent economic challenges and expansions, and growing diversities in the
U.S. population have led to multiple difficulties for employees that both, directly and indirectly,
shape the linkages between their work and family lives, most often producing conflict (Bianchi
& Milkie, 2010; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). Employees experience work-family conflict
differently due to their personal characteristics (i.e., resource, demand, and force characteristics)
and their interactions with other individuals in different ecological contexts (e.g., micro-, meso-,
exo-, and macrosystems; Bronfenbrenner, 2001; Raza et al., 2018). Research shows when
employees receive adequate support and resources in the workplace (e.g. family friendly
policies) and in their family (e.g., relationship quality), they experience fewer work-family
conflict and maintain a healthy work-family balance (Raza et al., 2021).

Work-to-family conflict refers to that which occurs when time devoted to or strain
created by the job interferes with that needed to perform family roles or responsibilities (Ferreira
et al., 2017; Voydanoff, 2005). Conversely, family-to-work conflict occurs when family needs
interfere with performing job roles or responsibilities (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005).
Together, these can impact the health and well-being of family members and overall family
functioning. Given the aforementioned recent changes and their potential to influence families, it
is imperative to examine individuals’ characteristics and individuals’ reciprocal relationships
with others in different ecological systems to better understand the complexities and dynamics of
their work-family conflict experiences in contemporary society. Further, we suggest it is
particularly important to do so using a strong methodological and theory-driven approach to
address a narrower area of work-family content: work-family conflict.

There are several gaps addressed by the current study. First, prior reviews relied on
traditional literature review or synthesis approaches of the broader work-family literature
(Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Hoffman, 1987; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020), resulting in more
subjective reports of the literature. Using more objective, systematic, and theory-driven
techniques—as is done here via a content analysis—can help spur a field’s development in stronger
and more valid ways and provide methodological strategies particularly suited to attend to issues
of diversity and inclusion (Bengston et al., 2005; Lavee & Dollahite, 1991; Patterson & Sexton,
2013). Second, most reviews were conducted using the Industrial Organizational Psychology and
Organizational Behavior literature (Morgeson, 2014) and lacked a theoretically grounded family
focus that captures the changing and uneven experiences of work-family conflict and its
interrelations with the larger environment. However, we note that the recent decade review by
Perry-Jenkins and Gerstel (2020) used a bioecological framing to present their final conclusions,
a theory often used to ground work-family studies. In that vein, this study pushes that line of
thought further and uses bioecological framing to ground the methodology. To address the
aforementioned gaps and better understand how the linkages between work and family life are
being shaped by recent changes, we conducted a content analysis focused on studies using U.S.
samples published from January 2010 to December 2018, specifically examining work-family
conflict as the main variable of interest.

Trajectory of Work-Family Conflict Research

Research on the interface between work and family began during the 1960s when an
organized second wave of the women’s movement focused on achieving fairness of employment

http://doi.org/10.26536/\VWI1G4282
Family Science Review, Volume 27, Issue 1, 2023
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License


http://doi.org/10.26536/VWIG4282
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/

WORK-FAMILY CONFLICT CONTENT ANALYSIS 2

opportunities and equity in resource distribution for women (Friedan & O’Farrell, 1997). Work-
family conflict research was central to these efforts in understanding women’s experiences with
the linkages between work and family domains (Coontz, 1992). These scholars highlighted how
social structures (e.g., law, policy, education) often lead to the internalization of patriarchal
norms that then perpetuate women’s prioritization of mother and housewife roles above
everything else in their lives. Such methods of social norming further increase women’s
vulnerabilities and exacerbate disparities between men and women, especially in terms of
employment opportunities and parenting expectations (Coontz, 1992).

The issue of work and family life received increased attention during the 1980s as
scholars from multiple disciplines began studying it using more diverse theoretical perspectives
and methodological approaches (Hoffman, 1987). These early studies were more descriptive than
analytical and used simple approaches to study women’s employment (Harrison & Minor, 1984).
Most of the research discussed women’s employment status and its determinants rather than its
consequences or benefits for women and their family over time (McAdoo, 1981). Moreover,
research concentrated mostly on White middle-class families, failing to consider the diversity of
the U.S. population (Ybarra, 1982). Studies tended to target married couples (i.e., husband-wife
families) and ignored addressing other households, such as single-parent families (Hoffman,
1987). This indicates that early work-family conflict scholarship failed to capture the voice of
marginalized individuals and families. Accordingly, work-related programs and policies
developed in this era were likely neither inclusive nor able to support minorities in the
workforce.

The 1990s saw substantial growth in the American economy and subsequently an
increase in workers’ financial stability. However, these impacts were uneven across groups of
the population (i.e., race, class, and gender) in large part due to unfair and unequal social
structures (White & Rogers, 2004). These changes in the U.S. economic context led to a
proliferation of work-family conflict studies (Mishel et al., 1999). Maternal employment
remained a central topic in work-family conflict research, but research on work stress and
division of labor also occurred (Perry-Jenkins et al., 2000). In addition, issues related to the
specific definitions of “work™ and “family” were highlighted because past researchers had
focused only on the nuclear family and 9-5 paid jobs (Ishii-Kuntz, 1994). Due to changing
dynamics in the workplace (i.e., schedule flexibility and nonstandard work schedules) and
growing diversities in family structures (e.g., single parent), the need to understand how these
impacted work-family conflicts received more emphasis (Ferree, 1990). Calls were made to
select diverse samples to promote the inclusion of women, people of color, immigrants, and
other underrepresented individuals and families of the working population (Ishii-Kuntz, 1994).
However, work-family conflict research remained focused largely on White, middle-class
nuclear families (Perry-Jenkins et al., 2000).

During the 2000s, scientific theories, sophisticated statistical techniques (e.g., structural
equation modeling and multilevel modeling), and advanced research designs (e.g., longitudinal
and daily diary) to examine the temporal structure of the work-family conflict experience (Blair-
Loy, 2003) were used to a greater degree in work-family conflict research. There was also an
increase in the use of randomized-controlled and quasi-experiment designs, as well as a growing
trend in the use of qualitative studies (Bianchi & Milkie, 2010). Maternal employment, division
of labor, and work stress were emphasized in research during this period. In addition, the study
of work-family conflict following retirement and the change in caring patterns over the course of
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adulthood received greater attention. Despite these developments, the inclusion of diverse
individuals and/or families (e.g. diversity based on race, gender, sexual orientation, disability,
immigration status, etc.) was still not adequately addressed in work-family conflict studies
(Bianchi & Milkie, 2010).

In many ways, work-family research in the 2010s witnessed a somewhat greater focus on
the role of race, class, and gender in work and family life and experiences of work-family
conflict. As suggested by Perry-Jenkins and Gerstel (2020), the emerging findings related to
work-family conflict provide important evidence that prior comparative approaches or those that
control for dimensions of diversity (e.g., race and ethnicity) hide substantive understandings of
the linkages between work environments, family relationships, and experiences of conflict.
Gassman-Pines (2015), for example, found that workplace discrimination based on race and
gender carries over into the home and affect mother-child interactions, which results in
behavioral problems among children of those parents. These approaches also keep invisible some
of the gross inequalities experienced by many families (Daminger, 2019). There was some
substantial research suggesting, not all that unsurprisingly, that supportive work colleagues and
supervisors (Clawson & Gerstel, 2014) and workplace policies (Fortin 2018) can have positive
impacts on reducing work-family conflict, especially through enhanced employee autonomy and
flexibility (Schieman & Young, 2011). This was especially true for those employees who, due to
their race, class, and gender, faced additional challenges compared to their more socially
privileged counterparts (Kelly et al., 2014; Raza et al., 2018). However, findings varied across
groups in several instances, further suggesting the need to directly account for the nuances of
intersectional identities because “race, class, and gender are intersecting categories of experience
that affect all aspects of human life; they simultaneously structure the experiences of all people
in this society” (Andersen & Collins, 2019, p. 4).

Conceptual Framework

Bioecological theory was used as a conceptual framework for this study (Bronfenbrenner
& Evan, 2000). Bronfenbrenner developed the Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model of
human development. According to this theory,

Human development takes place through processes of progressively more complex
reciprocal interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological human organism and
the persons, objects, and symbols in its immediate external environment. To be effective,
the interaction must occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods of time. Such
enduring forms of interaction in the immediate environment are referred to as proximal
processes (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).

In the context of working individuals, family is an immediate external environment
where they may have reciprocal interactions with family members. Similarly, the workplace is
another immediate external environment for working individuals where they may have reciprocal
interactions with their supervisors or coworkers. Each of these sets of interactions may occur on
regular bases and over time, which stimulates the functioning of proximal processes. Moreover,
proximal processes, which are central to individuals’ development, do not function themselves
but are the function of individuals’ characteristics, ecological contexts, time, and the nature of
outcomes under study (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994).
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Individuals’ characteristics refer to resource, demand, and force characteristics
(Bronfenbrenner, 1995a). Resource characteristics refer to intelligence, education needed to
succeed in society, past experiences, access to housing, food, caring parents, and social support
(Bronfenbrenner, 1995b). Demand characteristics refer to individuals’ appearance, such as age,
gender, and race (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). Force characteristics refer to motivations, consistency,
and persistence in pursuing and achieving a goal (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).

Moreover, context refers to microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. A
microsystem is an ecological system in which individuals have direct reciprocal relationships
with other persons, objects, and symbols, such as work, family, and community (Bronfenbrenner
& Evan, 2000). Mesosystem refers to an ecological system that connects two or more
microsystems, such as work and family, school and family, family and community. Exosystem is
an ecological system that indirectly affects individuals, such as media, institutions, and macro-
level policies. Macrosystem refers to an ecological system that includes culture, values,
ideologies, and social class (Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Time, the final construct in PPCT,
refers to social, historical contexts, and life span development (Bronfenbrenner, 1995a).

Tudge et al. (2016) found that most researchers fail to use the most contemporary version
of bioecological theory to ground their studies. Here, we were intentional in using the
contemporary version. The current study also used a unique approach to examine work-family
conflict studies by focusing on the hypotheses/research questions in terms of alignment with
theoretical constructs of bioecological theory. This led to the following research questions:

RQ1. Which ecological systems are examined more than the others in work-family
conflict studies?

RQ2. How does each work-family conflict study address demand, resource, and force
characteristics?

Methods
Design

The current study used systematic content analysis (Seedall et al., 2014) to examine the
theoretical nature of hypotheses/research questions in work-family conflict studies published in
scholarly peer-reviewed journals between January 2010 and December 2018. A content analysis
design provides methods for a systematic process that can be used to identify and examine the
occurrence of patterns and themes using a pre-specified coding scheme (Bailey et al., 2002). A
deductive approach was employed to develop the coding scheme, which is driven and grounded
in bioecological theory. Such a design and set of techniques enhance the validity and usefulness
of findings (Bengston et al., 2005; Lavee & Dollahite, 1991). Importantly, this allows us to
understand which parts of bioecological theory have been tested in work-family conflict studies
and which need to be a focus of future studies.

Sample

The current sample was limited to empirical studies (quantitative, qualitative, and mixed
methods) that focused only on the U.S. population (i.e., those empirical studies that collected
primary data or used secondary data from the U.S. population), and specifically examined work-
family conflict (i.e., work-to-family conflict and family-to-work conflict) as an outcome, and
were published between January 2010 and December 2018. Initially, 147 articles were identified
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after performing the search, and 85 of those met the study's basic criteria. After further review,
62 articles were excluded for the following reasons: 1) they were book reviews; 2) the studies
were based on cross-cultural research; 3) they were traditional literature reviews; 4) they did not
explicitly examine work-family conflict; and 5) the articles were theoretical papers.

To increase the internal validity of the current study, the researchers carried out a second
review of the selected 85 articles. Articles which did not have either work-to-family conflict or
family-to-work conflict as a primary outcome variable were dropped from further review.
Consequently, 58 articles were finally selected for coding. Among these 58 articles, the
researchers only included those hypotheses/research questions which had either work-to-family
conflict or family-to-work conflict as an outcome variable/focal phenomenon. Hence, the total
number of articles included in the study was 58 and the total number of hypotheses/research
questions coded across these 58 studies was 196. A list of reviewed articles along with the
discipline in which they were published is in Appendix A.

Procedure

For this content analysis, three databases (PsycINFO, Sociological Abstract, and Web of
Science) were used to search for articles. These databases are commonly used in the field of
family science. For instance, PsycInfo has been used in studies conducted in the past that are
quite similar to the current study (Allen et al., 2013). The search terms entered were: work-to-
family conflict, family-to-work conflict, work-to-family interference, family-to-work
interference, and negative spillover. The researchers reviewed the abstracts of all search results
to confirm they met the inclusion criteria. The purpose of the inclusion criteria and selected
search terms was to ensure that the articles shared enough similar characteristics to justify the
identification of content themes and patterns (Fjorback et al., 2011; Foroughipour et al., 2013;
Lavee & Dollahite, 1991). This systematic approach allowed the researchers to achieve precise
and meaningful results while minimizing error. The hypotheses/research questions were coded
within the article level such that each article could contain multiple hypotheses/research
questions.

After selecting 58 articles, the researchers further reviewed these articles to make sure
they explicitly studied either work-to-family conflict or family-to-work conflict variables to
increase the internal validity of the study. Because the mesosystem consists of the linkages
between two microsystems, in this case work-to-family or family-to-work, 100% of the
hypotheses/research questions included and examined for this study had a mesosystem coded.

After this, the PI coded all 196 article hypotheses/research questions based on the coding
scheme developed by the researchers for the current study (Kayapinar, 2015). Then a random
sample of 10% of the hypotheses/research questions was drawn by using the systematic random
sampling technique. Another researcher coded these hypotheses/research questions. After
completing the coding, the Pl and one other researcher matched the codes. Discrepant codes
were discussed until a consensus was reached (Llewellyn et al., 2015).

Coding Scheme

All constructs (process, person, context, and time) from bioecological theory were used
to guide the coding scheme.
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Process

The construct of proximal processes was coded in those articles in which respondents
have progressively more complex reciprocal interactions with other individuals, objects, and
symbols in their immediate external environment. For instance, the respondent’s relationship
quality with their partner for extended periods of time was coded as proximal processes.
Similarly, employees’ reciprocal interactions with their supervisor or coworkers are another
example of proximal processes.

Characteristics

Demand characteristics were operationalized as age, gender, race, and poor health
condition. Resource characteristics were operationalized as intelligence, educational level, past
experience, access to housing, access to food, caring parents, social support, and good health
conditions. Force characteristics included temperament, persistence, consistency, and motivation,
which also play an important role in determining distinctive developmental trajectories of
individuals.

Context & Time

Context was operationalized as a microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and
macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000). Time, also referred to as the chronosystem, was
operationalized as historical/social contexts and life span development. (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).
Each characteristic was treated as a single variable. If the selected hypothesis/research question
examined any of these characteristics, 1 was coded for “yes.” Otherwise, 0 was coded for “no”
under that particular variable.

Articles were assessed using these codes. For instance, the following hypothesis was
coded for microsystem and mesosystem: “Schedule flexibility will be negatively related to work-
to-family conflict” (Carlson et al., 2010, p. 335) because schedule flexibility is related to the
workplace microsystem and work-to-family conflict occurs in a mesosystem that connects two
microsystems (work and family). As another example, the following hypothesis was coded for
gender, microsystem, and mesosystem: “Gender moderates the association between job adequacy
and work-to-family conflict” (Bass & Grzywacz, 2011, p.325). In this hypothesis, the variables
of gender, job adequacy, and work-to-family conflict were examined. The variable of gender was
coded under the categories of individuals’ demand characteristics, job adequacy was related to
the workplace microsystem, and the work-to-family conflict that occurs in the mesosystem.

Results

The selected 58 articles were published across several disciplines (see Appendix A). The
researchers organized these articles into four groups: sociology (51%), psychology (25.3%),
business/management (12.4%), and health/medicine (11.3%).

Figure 1 depicts the percentages of hypotheses/research questions that studied the
ecological systems. According to the results, 52.6% of the hypotheses/research questions
examined the microsystem, 2.6% examined the exosystem, 7.7% examined the macrosystem,
and 8.7% of the hypotheses/research questions examined the chronosystem. As discussed
previously, because this study examines linkages between work and family, all of the included
hypotheses/research questions addressed the mesosystem. The results suggest that in the
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currently analyzed studies the microsystem was used more often than the other three ecological
systems.

Figure 1
Percentage of Hypotheses/Research Questions that Studied Ecological Systems

Macro 7.7

Chrono - 8.7
]

Exo I 2.6

1 11 21 31 41 51 61
Percentages

Ecological Systems

In addition, Figure 2 furnishes the percentages of hypotheses/research questions studied
demand, resource, and force characteristics. According to the results, 22.45% of the
hypotheses/research questions studied demand characteristics, 3.57% assessed resource
characteristics, and 16.84% of the hypotheses/research questions examined force characteristics.
The results indicate that, in the current work-family literature, demand characteristics were
studied more than resource characteristics and force characteristics.

Figure 3 shows the percentages of hypotheses/research questions that studied age, race,
and gender variables. Results illustrated that 18.88% of the hypotheses/research questions
examined gender and 3.06% examined age, whereas only 2.04% of the hypotheses/research
questions assessed race. Accordingly, age and gender were studied more than race in work-

family conflict studies.
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Figure 2

Percentage of Hypotheses/Research Questions that Studied Demand, Resource, and Force
Characteristics
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Discussion

The purpose of the current study was to determine the extent to which work-family
conflict studies were aligned with bioecological theory. The results of the first research question
reveal that the microsystem was studied more than the exo-, macro-, and chronosystems.

Microsystem

According to bioecological theory, proximal processes, which are central to individuals’
development, occur in the microsystem through a reciprocal interaction of individuals with
persons, objects, and symbols (Bronfenbrenner, 2001). For instance, relationship quality between
working mothers and their husbands/partners provides mothers with reciprocal interactions that
continue on a regular basis and for an extended period, thereby promoting better functioning of
proximal processes (Curran et al., 2015; Raza et al., 2021). Similarly, when employees, including
working mothers, experience a quality relationship with their supervisors and coworkers and
receive continued emotional and instrumental support from them (Kelly et al., 2014), these
positive and continuous interactions stimulate the functioning of proximal processes
(Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994). Consequently, this helps working mothers to improve their
work-family balance (Raza et al., 2021). In short, a supervisor’s support and a quality
relationship with a spouse/partner help working mothers effectively manage their family
responsibilities (Kelly et al., 2014; Raza et al., 2021). Therefore, the microsystem plays an
important role in shaping work-family conflict experiences of working individuals, and
researchers should continue testing the microsystem in future hypotheses/research questions.

Exosystem

Although the microsystem is important because individuals have direct relationships with
persons, objects, and symbols in this ecological system (Bronfenbrenner, 1994), researchers
should include other ecological systems in work-family conflict studies. The results indicated
that only 2.6% of the hypotheses examined the exosystem. The examination of the exosystem is
equally important to studying the experiences of working individuals. For instance, women’s
workplaces are an exosystem for their children, children’s schools are an exosystem for working
mothers, media is an important exosystem for working women and their children, and macro-
level policies make substantial effects on the work and family lives of working individuals
(Bianchi & Milkie, 2010; Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020). While it is difficult to operationalize
the exosystem, particularly macro-level policies, researchers can account for it by discussing
their findings in relation to them. For instance, if the work-family conflict experiences of
working mothers are different from those of fathers in work-family conflict studies, then it is
important to discuss wage gaps, discrimination in the selection processes, structural hierarchies
in the workplaces, and employment opportunities and benefits available for men and women at
the exosystem level.

Macrosystem

The results also illustrate that only 7.7% of the hypotheses/researchers assessed the
macrosystem. The growing diversity in the workplace makes it imperative to include variables
related to the cultural beliefs, ideologies, and values of working individuals. The study of
working individuals’ culture may uncover important insights which may not be observed directly
and can help employees and employers to become more culturally competent. Additionally,
according to bioecological theory, the macrosystem can also be operationalized by using any
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shared characteristics of a group of the population, such as social and economic classes
(Bronfenbrenner, 1999). For example, individuals or families in the middle class and working
class have distinctive values between them but share the same values, beliefs, and cultural
practices within their group (Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000).

Chronosystem

In the current study, only 8.7% of the hypotheses/research questions examined the
chronosystem. Since individuals go through different stages and transitions throughout their life
span and social/historical changes shape their experiences, it is important to include the
chronosystem in work-family conflict studies (Perry-Jenkins & Gerstel, 2020).

Demand Characteristics

With regards to the second research question, the results indicate that individuals’
demand characteristics (i.e. age, race, and gender) were studied more than resource
characteristics and force characteristics. Moreover, the results showed that among demand
characteristics, age and gender were studied more than race in work-family conflict studies,
findings consistent with suggestions by Perry-Jenkins and Gestrel (2020). The bioecological
theory explains the significance of demand characteristics in that they can create hostile
responses for individuals in their environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1994; 1999). Crowley (2013)
argued that people of color face racial discrimination and additional challenges in the workplace,
yet race was studied less in the hypotheses/research questions we examined. Further
investigation of the impact of intersectional identities on work-family conflict is needed.

Resource and Force Characteristics

The study of resource characteristics, such as social support and access to food and
housing, is also important. For instance, researchers found that community support may be an
important resource for working mothers needing supervision for their children, as it resulted in
children demonstrating decreased antisocial behavior and better academic performance (Blocklin
et al., 2012). This may allow researchers to find more strengths-based solutions to help working
individuals decrease work-family conflict and maintain a healthier work-family balance.
Additionally, according to bioecological theory, individuals’ force (dispositional) characteristics
play a more active and important role in the functioning of proximal processes (Bronfenbrenner,
1995a), therefore, dispositional characteristics such as motivation, anxiety, depression, and self-
efficacy should be included in work-family conflict studies.

In summary, more work is required to study individuals’ experiences in ecological
contexts and the influences of individuals’ characteristics on their work-family conflict
experiences (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Future research using bioecological theory could
help researchers to offer appropriate solutions and effective policies for helping working
individuals to decrease their work-family conflict in the United States. While this article
addresses research from 2010-2018, it is clear that the impacts of the COVID pandemic on work-
family conflict in the United States, particularly for women, will also factor into future research
(Razaet al., 2021).

Limitations

Bioecological theory was used to examine the nature of the hypotheses and research
questions in the current work-family conflict literature. However, there were no specific
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guidelines to develop measures to operationalize the bioecological constructs. In the current
study, the definitions of these constructs were used to examine whether researchers studied them
in the hypotheses and research questions of their studies. Therefore, in future studies, to
appropriately review work-family conflict studies with bioecological perspectives, these
constructs need to be further developed and tested as reliable and valid review criteria. The
current study only analyzed the research questions and hypotheses, but future research should
extend into research design, samples, and interpretations of results. Despite these limitations, the
current study has provided a means to move the field of work and family studies forward in the
future.
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