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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to explore the nature of couple agreement about work-family conflict,
adding to previous research by explicitly testing the extent to which couples agree when rating work
interference with family (WIF) and the influence of this agreement on other outcomes.
Design/methodology/approach — In total, 224 dual-earner couples were surveyed to assess their
own WIF, as well as what they believed to be their partner’s level of WIF. Participants also completed
questions regarding their organizational commitment.

Findings — Couples agreed when rating their own and their partners’ WIF more than they disagreed.
As predicted, couples agreed more when rating the female partner’s WIF as compared to the male
partner’s WIF. Finally, couple agreement about WIF moderated the relationship between female WIF
and her continuance organizational commitment such that the relationship between the female
partner’s WIF and her level of continuance commitment was stronger when agreement about her
experienced WIF was low.

Research limitations/implications — This was a convenience sample, and therefore caution
should be used when generalizing to a broader population. Second, the research design was
cross-sectional, prohibiting causal inferences and conclusions about couple agreement over time.
Practical implications — Organizations should consider the perceptions and attitudes of both
employees and their partners, as both have implications for work attitudes. Organizations might
benefit from considering ways in which they can involve and engage employees’ spouses and partners,
and could offer flexible schedules as a way to reduce employee work-to-family conflict and enhance
both employee and partner attitudes toward the organization.

Originality/value — This paper contributes to the literature by exploring both self and partner
perceptions of work-family conflict and examining couple agreement about this conflict.

Keywords Sociology of work, Family, Role conflict, Attitudes
Paper type Research paper

The number of women in the workforce has grown exponentially from 1970 to 2004,
when women went from comprising 43 percent of the workforce to 59 percent (US
Census Bureau, 2005). These changes resulted in an increase of dual-earner couples.
For example, 58 percent of married couples reported income from both husband and
wife in 2003, compared to 44 percent in 1967 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2003).
Accordingly, research has increasingly examined how workers experience and manage
conflict between their work and family roles (Eby et al., 2005).



Work-family conflict (WFC) is defined as “a form of interrole conflict in which the Examining couple

role pressures from work and family domains are mutually incompatible in some
respect” (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985, p. 77). Research suggests WFC is related to
organizational commitment (Lyness and Thompson, 1997; Netemeyer ef al., 1996), job
performance (Frone et al., 1997), and turnover (Greenhaus ef al., 1997). WEFC also relates
to non-work outcomes such as life satisfaction (Kossek and Ozeki, 1998), family
involvement (Frone ef al, 1992a), and marital satisfaction (Coverman, 1989). Thus,
WFC has implications for both organizations and employees.

WEFC can occur in two directions: work can interfere with family (WIF) and family
can interfere with work (FIW). The present study focuses on WIF for several reasons.
Research has shown that WIF, but not FIW, predicts job dissatisfaction and
organizational commitment (Casper et al, 2007; Lyness and Thompson, 1997). WIF is
also more prevalent than FIW (McElwain et al., 2005; Frone et al., 1992b). Finally, we
focus on WIF because it is appropriate for examining couple agreement. A
spouse/partner has the opportunity to experience and observe when his or her
partner’s work interferes with family, but may not have the opportunity to observe
when family interferes with work.

Extant research has tended to examine WFC from the individual level of analysis,
failing to consider the perspectives of both members of a couple (Casper et al., 2007).
Multiple studies call for research examining the couple as the level of analysis
(Hammer et al., 1997; Moen and Yu, 2000; Casper ef al., 2007; Eby ef al., 2005; Hayden
et al., 1998), and a recent review of the work-family literature found that only 5 percent
of studies examined the couple level of analysis (Casper ef al, 2007). Given an
individual’'s perception of WFC has been found to relate to his or her partner’s
experiences (Hammer ef al, 1997, 2003; Matthews et al, 2006), to completely
understand an individual’s WFC, partner perceptions are critical.

The present study examines both self and partner perceptions of WIF among
dual-earner couples. We explore the extent to which individuals within a couple agree
about their WIF and their partner’s WIF, and whether this agreement moderates the
relationship between WIF and individual-level organizational commitment. In what
follows we delineate a theoretical rationale for examining couple agreement about WIF
and its potential moderating influence on the relationship between WIF and
individual-level organizational commitment.

Systems theory
Systems theory (e.g. Bronfenbrenner, 1979) argues that individuals exist in an
ecological environment comprised of nested systems. The two-person system, or dyad,
is considered the “innermost level of the ecological schema” (p. 5). Research on both
members of a dyad provides a richer and more dynamic picture of the relationship
between dyad members (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Thus, family systems theory can be
utilized to conceptualize the couple in the WFC literature (Hammer et al., 2003).
Family systems theory suggests that a person’s attitudes are affected by his or her
family members’ attitudes and behaviors (Hammer et al., 2003, 2005). Accordingly,
each individual within a couple influences his or her partner’s decisions (Doumas et al.,
2003; Gareis et al., 2003). For instance, both husbands and wives report spending more
hours at work the day after they reported low marital warmth from their spouse
(Doumas et al., 2003).
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Failure to consider the interdependence of couples’ experiences has implications for
organizations, given research finds that employees’ partners can and do influence their
attitudes and behaviors at work. For example, Eby and Russell (2000) found that
spouses’ willingness to move was the strongest predictor of employees’ willingness to
relocate for jobs. Similarly, Rosen and Durand (1995) found that the strongest predictor
of US Army officer retention was the spouse’s attitude toward re-enlistment. Dornstein
and Matalon (1989) found that family attitudes toward Army service were one of the
biggest predictors of commitment to the Israeli Army. Several other studies have found
that the adjustment of expatriates’ spouses plays a critical role in expatriates’ adjustment
(Caligiuri et al,, 1998) and withdrawal from assignments (Shaffer and Harrison, 1998).

Crossover effects

Family systems theory posits that the attitudes and experiences of one family member
influence those of another family member. Crossover effects occur when one person’s
stressors and strains result in elevated levels of stress or strain for his or her partner
(Westman and Etzion, 1995). For example, Hammer ef al. (1997) found that within
dual-earner couples, one person’s WFC accounted for significant variance in his or her
partner’s WFC. Hammer et /. (2003) found that wives’ tardiness to work was related to
husbands’ level of FIW, and that husbands’ absence from work was related to wives’
FIW. Crossover effects have also been found with respect to husband-to-wife and
wife-to-husband burnout (Westman and Etzion, 1995, 2001).

Matthews et al. (2006) studied crossover effects among dual-earner couples. This
study explored what they called direct crossover effects in which an individual’s
experienced work-to-relationship conflict was expected to relate to his or her partner’s
perceptions of this conflict. Thus, direct crossover effects, as defined by Matthews ef al.
(2006), reflect what we refer to as couple agreement. Findings from this study support
the notion that couples agree reasonably well when rating work-to-relationship
conflict. In addition, feeling like one’s partner’s work interfered with the relationship
was positively related to relationship tension, which in turn was related to relationship
satisfaction and negative health outcomes (Matthews et al., 2006).

We extend Matthews ef al’s (2006) study in two ways. First, we examine the degree
to which level of agreement regarding work-to-family conflict (WIF) depends on who is
being rated in the dyad — the male or female partner. As we describe below, personal
experiences, socialization, and gender roles may result in higher agreement for
women’s WIF than for men’s. Second, we expand upon Matthews et al’s (2006) results
by studying job attitudes rather than relationship outcomes. Specifically, we
investigate the possible role of couple agreement in the relationship between WIF and
organizational commitment.

Couple agreement

Because individuals within a couple influence one another (Hammer ef al, 2003;
Westman and Etzion, 1995, 2001), it is important to consider the extent to which two
members of a dyad agree regarding their perceptions. That is, some couples may
perceive the level of WFC experienced similarly (e.g. both think the woman has high
conflict), whereas other couples may disagree about the level of conflict experienced
(e.g. the woman thinks the man has high conflict, but the man thinks he has low
conflict). Because individuals within a couple have the information available and the



motivation to accurately perceive each other’s attitudes (Matthews et al., 2006; Kenny Examining Couple

and Acitelli, 2001), examining couple agreement is warranted.

Researchers have begun to investigate couple agreement about perceptions that
pertain to a couple’s relationship. For example, Rusbult ef al. (1998) examined couple
agreement by using self and partner ratings of relationship accommodation behaviors.
They found that, when rating the husband’s accommodation, the wife’s and husband’s
ratings were fairly highly correlated (from 0.35 to 0.74). In contrast, when examining
the wife’s accommodation, the husband’s and wife’s ratings were positively correlated
but smaller in magnitude (from 0.14 to 0.57). That is, couples agreed more when rating
the husband’s level than the wife’s level of accommodation.

Matthews et al. (2006) examined individuals’ self ratings of work-to-relationship
conflict as it relates to their partner’s rating of their conflict. As expected, self ratings of
work-to-relationship conflict were positively related to partner ratings of their
work-to-relationship conflict for both male and female targets. Following Matthews
et al. (2006), we hypothesized that self ratings and partner ratings of a target’s WIF
would be positively and significantly related. In other words, couples were expected to
exhibit significant agreement when evaluating a target's WIF.

HI1. There will be a positive and significant relationship between self ratings and
partner ratings (ie. self-partner agreement) regarding the level of WIF
experienced by a member of a dual-earner couple.

Gender differences in agreement

We also explore whether couple agreement is higher when rating the male target’s WIF
or the female target’s WIF. This is important because different levels of agreement about
a partner’s experiences may influence the degree to which partner perceptions are of
interest to organizations. For instance, if there tends to be high agreement between
partners about female’s work-family experiences, it makes sense for an organization to
consider the perspectives and attitudes of the female’s partner, given high agreement
suggests the female employee’s attitudes toward her organization are influenced by her
partner. In contrast, if there is low agreement about a male employee’s work-family
experiences, his partner’s perceptions may be of less interest to his organization. That is,
if he and his partner perceive his organization and his work-family issues quite
differently, his partner’s perceptions may have little direct impact on his work attitudes.
Because a key goal of this study is to explore partner perceptions and the degree to
which it makes sense for organizations to care about partner perceptions, it is useful to
know whether partner agreement differs based on employee gender.

Research has found that women generally report more WIF than men, which some
suggest is because women deem work as more of an imposition on family than men,
given women feel greater family responsibility (McElwain et al, 2005). This is
consistent with the fact that women spend approximately twice as much time as men
performing household and family duties (Lundberg and Frankenhaeuser, 1999).

Theories regarding gender stereotypes partly explain why women report higher
levels of WIF, and predict that male and female partners may perceive each other’s
WIF differently. Gender stereotypes are both descriptive (i.e. they contain information
about what women are like) and proscriptive (i.e. they describe what women should be
like) (Heilman, 2001). The gender stereotype for women includes care-giving (Eagly
and Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Edwards and Hamilton, 2004), a communal orientation,
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and nurturance (Heilman and Okimoto, 2007). Women are simply expected to express
more interest in (and, in turn, are more focused on) their close personal relationships
(Cross and Madson, 1997). This expectation is internalized through the types of
activities and interests parents encourage and cultivate in their children (Lytton and
Romeny, 1991; Whiting and Edwards, 1988). Thus, a woman’s interference from work
to family may be more salient for the woman (who has internalized the norm that she,
as a woman, should be focused on family care-giving), as well as for her male partner
(who is also exposed to gender stereotypes and thus has similar expectations for her).

Other aspects of gender stereotypes, in addition to descriptions and proscriptions
about nurturance, may predict different levels of agreement regarding male and female
partner’s WIF. Women tend to be more expressive than men (Kring and Gordon, 1998)
and individuals who express complaints to their partners are more likely to have
partners that understand their experiences (Sillars ef al., 1984). Thus, when women
experience WIF they may express it more openly, and increase the likelihood that their
partner will understand their conflict. Moreover, men are permitted less “latitude” in
their gender roles — it is not deemed socially acceptable for them to express as many
cross-sex attributes as compared to women (McCreary, 1994). In other words,
heterosexual men may experience more negative consequences for displaying female
attributes than women do for displaying male attributes. Accordingly, if men feel work
1s interfering with their family (for example, if long work hours interfere with
care-giving activities), they may not express it, even to their partners, as such
expressions and valuing of family in this way may be perceived by men as “feminine.”
Hence, couples may experience more agreement about the woman’s WIF because
women are allowed to, and do, communicate about it more. This should lead to higher
agreement about the female’s level of WIF.

H2. Couple agreement will be higher when rating the female target's WIF than
when rating the male target’'s WIF.

Work-to-family conflict and organizational commitment
It is important to consider whether agreement within couples about WIF relates to
other aspects of work or family functioning. Research suggests that couple agreement
is related to family outcomes. For example, O’'Brien and Peyton (2002) found that
couple agreement about child-rearing was related to wives' increased perception of
marital intimacy. However, no research we are aware of has examined couple
agreement about WIF as an antecedent of work outcomes, despite the fact that such
agreement could influence individual perceptions of work and work attitudes. One
potentially important attitude is organizational commitment.

Meyer and Allen (1991) propose three components of organizational commitment:

(1) affective;
(2) continuance; and
(3) normative.

Affective commitment refers to employees’ genuine felt loyalty toward an
organization. Continuance commitment reflects employees’ perceptions that the costs
of leaving the organization are too high. Normative commitment reflects employees’
sense that they should remain with an organization, and is highly related to affective
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aspects of organizational commitment, affective and continuance commitment.

WEC is related to both affective and continuance commitment (Casper ef al., 2002;
Good et al, 1988; Lyness and Thompson, 1997; Meyer et al, 2002). Research has
consistently found a moderate negative relationship between general WFC and
affective commitment (Allen et al., 2000; Good et al., 1988; Lyness and Thompson, 1997;
Siegel et al., 2005). More specifically, although most studies have found a negative
relationship between WIF and affective commitment (Good et al, 1988; Lyness and
Thompson, 1997; Netemeyer et al., 1996), Casper et al. (2002) found that WIF was
unrelated to affective commitment among employed mothers. Discrepancies in past
findings suggest it may be relevant to explore moderators of these relationships. Our
study explores influences from the family system as moderators of this relationship.
Family systems theory argues that what one member of a family (or unit) does or
thinks influences other members of the family system. When considering
work-to-family conflict, it may be the case that when individuals within a couple
agree about the conflict experienced, this agreement serves to reinforce each other’s
attitudes. For instance, the negative relationship between a woman’s WIF and her
affective commitment may be amplified if her partner agrees and commiserates with
the fact that her work is interfering with family. It may be that improved
communication or shared understanding among the couple enhances the association
between her perceived conflict and job attitudes. Thus, if she is experiencing reduced
affective commitment due to high WIF, knowing her partner agrees with her about the
high level of WIF experienced may reinforce any negative attitudes that result from
WIF. Accordingly, the negative relationship between WIF and affective commitment is
expected to be stronger among couples with high agreement about WIF.

H3.  Couple agreement will moderate the relationship between a target’s WIF and
that target’s affective commitment. Specifically, the negative relationship will
be stronger when couple agreement is higher than when it is lower (see
Figure 1).

Previous research has found that general WFC is positively related to continuance
commitment (Meyer et al, 2002; Thompson et al, 1998), such that those with more
conflict report a greater sense of being “stuck” in their organization. WIF specifically is
also positively related to continuance commitment (Casper et al., 2002; Good et al., 1988;
Lyness and Thompson, 1997). Based again on the rationale drawn from family systems
theory, high agreement about WIF is expected to reinforce any negative attitudes (i.e.
high continuance commitment) that result from WIF. Thus, the relationship between
WIF and continuance commitment is expected to be greater when agreement is high.

H4. Couple agreement about WIF will moderate the relationship between a
target’'s WIF and that target’s continuance commitment. Specifically, the
positive relationship will be stronger when couple agreement is higher than
when it is lower (see Figure 1).

In sum, the aims of this research are:

+ to examine couple agreement when rating their own and each other’s WIF;

* to determine if couples agree more when rating the female than the male target’s
WIF; and
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Figure 1.

Predicted relationships
between couple
agreement, WIF, and
organizational
commitment

Affective Commitment

Low Agreement

High Agreement

(a)

Continuance Commitment

High Agreement

Low Agreement

WIF

(b)

+ to determine if couple agreement when rating WIF moderates the relationship
between his/her WIF and his/her affective and continuance commitment.

Method

Participants

The sample included 224 heterosexual dual-earner couples who were married,
cohabiting, or in a serious relationship and both parents and non-parents. To participate,
each partner had to work a minimum of 20 hours per week (cf. Frone et al, 1992b, 1997)
and could not be self-employed. The average participant age was 36 years
(range = 18-67, SD = 12.3). Of the participants, 51 percent had at least a bachelor’s
degree. Of the couples, 73 percent were married, 14 percent were in a serious relationship
but not cohabitating, 7 percent were cohabitating, and 6 percent were engaged. Of those
that reported race, 78 percent were Caucasian, 7 percent were Hispanic, 5 percent were
Asian, 5 percent were African American, 2 percent were Native American, and 3 percent
reported their race as “Other”. On average, participants spent 41 hours a week in paid



employment (range = 20-80 hours, SD = 14.42) and spent 20 hours each week in family Examining couple

activities (range = 0.5-80 hours, SD = 14.01).

Procedure

Two methods were used to recruit couples. First, e-mails were sent to working adults
through networking to recruit subjects across the USA. Second, students at a
Midwestern university received extra credit for each couple recruited. The combined
response rate (percentage of those who agreed to participate where both partners
completed the survey) was 71 percent. The survey was administered online. Each
couple that agreed to participate was provided with the website address and two code
numbers which were used to match the surveys. Participants completed measures
about their own attitudes as well as their perceptions of their partner’s attitudes.

Measures

The survey assessed perceptions and attitudes of each member of the couple. To assess
perceptions of partner’s attitudes, the items for each variable were adapted by the
researchers to reflect “my partner” rather than “I” statements.

Work interfering with family. WIF was assessed with five items from Netemeyer
et al. (1996). Responses were provided on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Participants rated their own WIF as well as their
perceptions of their partners’ WIF. A sample self-rated WIF item is “My job produces
strain that makes it difficult to fulfill family duties”. A sample item to rate their
partners’ WIF is “Due to work-related duties, my partner has to make changes to
his/her plans for family activities”. Coefficient alpha for self-rated WIF was 0.90 and
for partner-rated WIF was 0.91.

Organizational commitment. Continuance and affective commitment were assessed
using Meyer et al’s (1993) scale. Each component was measured with six items on a
five-point Likert scale with responses ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). A sample continuance commitment item is “I feel that I have too few options to
consider leaving this organization”. A sample affective commitment item is “This
organization has a great deal of personal meaning for me”. Coefficient a was 0.82 for
affective commitment and 0.70 for continuance commitment.

Results

Table 1 depicts descriptive statistics and correlations. HI1 was tested with the
correlation between self-rated and partner-rated WIF. The correlation was positive and
significant (» = 0.48, p < 0.01), supporting H1. HI was also tested by calculating rwg;
between self and partner ratings. The 7wg; is a measure of perceptual agreement,

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4
1. WIF self rating® 256  0.96 (0.90)

2. WIF partner rating® 239 093 048™* (0.91)

3. Affective commitment® 343 08 —16"" —-18*" 0.82)

4. Continuance commitment®  3.03  0.72 030" 017" —26** (0.70)

Notes: “Work interference with family (WIF), z = 446. *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01
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Table II.

Multivariate analysis of
variance for self and
partner ratings of WIF

which, conceptually, indicates the degree to which ratings are the same (e.g. both raters
put “1”) (Bliese, 2000). The average 7wg; across the sample was 0.79 (the median was
0.95), suggesting reasonable agreement between self and partner ratings of WIF.

H2: gender of target and couple agreement about WIF

H2 posited that couples would agree more when rating the female target’s WIF than
the male target’s WIF. This hypothesis was tested using MANOVA to account for the
relationships among self-partner ratings and gender as a set (Edwards, 1995). Male and
female ratings of WIF were the dependent variables and rating source (i.e. self versus
partner) was the predictor variable. As shown in Table II, the omnibus multivariate
test for self and partner ratings indicated that gender of the target was related to the
self-partner ratings of WIF (Wilks’ A = 0.98, (2, 447) = 4.33, p < 0.01). Univariate
tests indicated a significant effect for self versus partner ratings on male WIF. As can
be seen in Table III, the male’s average self-rating of WIF was significantly higher than
his female partner’s rating for him (M e = 2.72 versus M emale = 2.45, respectively).
In contrast, there was no difference between self-rated and partner-rated WIF for the
female target (M ser = 2.47; M partmer = 2.41). Thus, results support /2; there was more
agreement in rating WIF for female partners than for male partners.

H3 and H4: couple agreement as a moderator

H3 posited that couple agreement about the target’s WIF would moderate the relationship
between the target’s self-rated WIF and affective commitment. To test this hypothesis,
couple agreement about the target's WIF was operationalized by the difference between
the self- and partner-rated WIF. Moderated regression was used with the target’s
self-rated affective commitment as the dependent variable, the target’s self-rated WIF
entered into Block 1, couple agreement (i.e. the difference between self-rated and
partner-rated WIF) about the target’s WIF in Block 2, and the interaction of self-rated WIF
and the difference score in Block 3. Support was not found for H3; agreement did not

Self-partner comparisons
df F

Overall Wilks’ A 0.98 2,449 433*
Canonical correlation 0.14

Self Partner
df F df F
Gender 1 866" 1 0.52
Error 448 448
Total 449 449

Note: *p < 0.05

Table III.

Means for self and
partner ratings of WIF by
target gender

Mean self rating Mean partner rating

Male partner 272 245
Female partner 247 240




moderate the relationship between self-rated WIF and affective commitment for females Examining Couple

(R?=0.00, p > 0.05; see Table IV) or males (R? = 0.00, p > 0.05; see Table V).
However, self-rated WIF was negatively related to self-rated affective commitment for
both females (% =0.02, p <0.05 B= —0.15 p < 0.05 and males (R = 0.02,
p < 0.05, B = —0.15, p < 0.05). In other words, higher WIF was associated with lower
affective commitment for both male and female members of the couple.

H4 specified that the relationship between the target’'s WIF and continuance
commitment would be stronger and more positive when couple agreement was higher.
H4 was tested using moderated regression, with the target’s self-rated continuance
commitment as the dependent variable, and the entry of variables the same as those used
to examine H3. Self-rated WIF was positively related to self-rated continuance
commitment for both females and (R? = 0.10, p < 0.05, B=0.31, p < 0.05; see
Table VI) males (R = 0.08, p < 0.05, B = 0.22, p < 0.05; see Table VII). That is, for
both females and males those experiencing higher WIF reported greater continuance
commitment. This relationship was not moderated by couple agreement for males, in
opposition to H4. In contrast, for females, the relationship between self-rated WIF and
continuance commitment was moderated by couple agreement about female WIF, with
the interaction accounting for an increment of 2 percent in the variance in continuance
commitment (see Table VIII). Aiken and West’s (1991) procedures were used to graph
and interpret the interaction. Figure 2 reveals that the relationship between the female
self-rated WIF and her continuance commitment was weaker for couples with high
agreement (8 = 0.14, p < 0.05) and stronger for couples with low agreement (8 = 0.31,

Variable B SEB B R? AR?
Step 1 ~ 002" 002"
WIF self-rated -013 006 —015"

Step 2 0.03 0.01
Couple agreement about the female partner’s WIF 0.10 0.07 0.12

Step 3 0.04 0.00
Interaction of WIF self and agreement 0.06  0.05 0.21

Notes: WIF self-rated is the female WIF self-report rating. Couple agreement is the female difference
%
score. p = 0.05; n = 218
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Table IV.

Moderated regression
analysis for couple
agreement about the
female partner’s WIF as a
moderator of the
relationship between
self-rated female WIF and
her affective commitment

Variable B SEB B R? AR?
Step 1 002" 0027
WIF self-rated -014 006 —015"

Step 2 0.02 0.00
Couple agreement about the male partner’s WIF —0.02 0.07 —-0.02

Step 3 0.03 0.00
Interaction of WIF self and agreement —0.05 0.06 —-0.18

Notes: WIF self-rated is the male WIF self-reported rating. Couple agreement is the male difference
score. *p = 0.05; n = 218

Table V.

Moderated regression
analysis of couple
agreement about the male
partner’s WIF as a
moderator of the
relationship between the
male partner’s WIF and
his affective commitment




JMP p < 0.05). That is, although females who experience WIF have greater continuance
233 commitment, this relationship is ameliorated when couple agreement about female WIF
’ 1s high. Thus, the nature of the interaction was opposite of what was hypothesized.

A post hoc analysis was conducted to examine the nature of the low agreement
relationship (i.e. when the difference between self-rated and partner-rated WIF was
high). We were interested in understanding circumstances in which females rated their

262 WIF higher than their male partners rated it and situations in which male partners
rated their wife’s/partner’s WIF higher than she rated it. Thus, the female difference
score was dummy-coded. Scores where the female’s ratings of her WIF were higher
than her partners were coded as 0, whereas scores where her partner’s rating of her
Variable B SEB B R? AR?

Table VI. , Step 1 0.10**  010**

Moderated regression W self-rated 023 005  031%*

analysis for couple

agreement about the Step 2 0.10 0.00

female partner’s WIF asa  Couple agreement about the female partner’s WIF 0.03  0.06 0.04

g?i?éits(ﬁris fbg;\ileen Step 3 % 0.12° 0.02°

self-rated female WIF and Interaction of WIF self-rated and agreement -009 004 —036

her continuance Notes: WIF self-rated is the female WIF self-reported rating. Couple agreement is the female

commitment difference score. *p = —0.05; **p = 0.01; n = 218
Variable B SEB B R? AR?

Table VIL . Step 1 008™*  0.08"*

Moderated regression  WIF gelf-rated 022 005  028**

analysis for couple

agreement about the male  Step 2 0.08 0.00

partner’s WIF as a Couple agreement about the male partner's WIF  —0.03 006 —0.03

onahiy between P 008 o0

male self-rated WIF and Interaction of WIF self and agreement 0.05  0.05 0.22

his continuance Notes: WIF self-rated is the male WIF self-reported rating. Couple agreement is the male difference

. 3k

commitment score.  p =0.01;7 =218
Variable B SEB B R%2  AR?
WIF self 0.14 0.06 020" 0.08 0.08
Dummy-coded agreement (1 = self rating is lower
than partner) —0.40 0.26 —0.28 0.08 0.00
Interaction of WIF self and agreement 0.21 0.11 0.32 0.10 0.02
Simple slopes B SE t P

Tablle VIOL . WIF where self is higher than partner 014 006 230 002

Post hoc comparisons o WIF where self is lower than partner 0.35 0.09 4.07 0.00

direction of disagreement
and WIF

Note: Dependent variable = female continuance commitment




WIF were higher than her ratings were coded as 1. The relationship was tested with
moderated regression using the dummy coded variable (male rating higher versus
female rating higher), WIF, and their interaction as predictors with continuance
commitment as the dependent variable. Results (see Table VIII) indicate that the
interaction was significant (AR? = 0.02, p < 0.05). When a female rated her own WIF
low relative to her partner, the relationship between WIF and continuance commitment
was stronger (8 = 0.35, t = 4.07, p < 0.05), whereas when a female rated her WIF
higher relative to her partner the relationship between WIF and continuance
commitment, while still significant, was lower in magnitude (8 = 0.14, ¢ = 2.30,
p < 0.05). This interaction is depicted in Figure 3.

Discussion
This study expands our knowledge of work-to-family conflict by examining the role of
both self and partner perceptions of WIF. Specifically, we examined couple agreement
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when rating WIF. The current study contributes to the literature in several ways. First,
we found that couples exhibit substantial agreement when rating the WIF experienced
by both male and female partners. Second, we found that couple agreement was higher
when rating the female target’s WIF than when rating the male target’s WIF. Finally,
couple agreement about the female target's WIF moderated the relationship between
her self-rated WIF and her continuance commitment, such that this relationship was
weaker when couple agreement was high.

Couple agreement about WIF

Across two distinct operationalizations of couple agreement (i.e. correlations and 7ugj),
our findings reveal agreement about the level of WIF each individual experiences.
These findings are consistent with Matthews ef al. (2006), who found substantial
agreement between members of a couple regarding the degree to which
work-to-relationship conflict was experienced. The degree to which one member of a
couple could articulate his or her partner’s level of WIF suggests that couples that
participated in this study may communicate about work-family concerns. Given that
employees’ partners appear to be aware of the impact that work can have on family, it
is also likely that individuals possess attitudes toward not only their own
organizations, but their partners’ employers as well.

Although agreement about WIF in rating both male and female targets was
reasonably high, couples reported more similar ratings of the female target’s WIF than
the male target’s WIF. This finding was consistent with our hypothesis. Because
women are more communicative than men (Edwards and Hamilton, 2004), they may be
more likely to share their WIF with their partners, better enabling their male partners
to understand the level of conflict they experience. It may also be the case that because
women are responsible for more family tasks (Fu and Shaffer, 2001), when work
interferes with family, it is more evident to their male partner. In contrast, if men are
responsible for fewer family tasks, or there is disagreement among the two members of
the couple regarding the degree to which the male partner should be responsible for
duties at home, less agreement about his WIF would be expected. We suspect that
sex-role socialization around the roles men and women have in the family system may
underlie the greater agreement about the female partner’s WIF. Future research might
seek to understand whether the greater couple agreement regarding the female target’s
WIF is due to her greater tendency to communicate, her greater responsibility for
family, both these phenomena, or some other factor entirely.

WIF, organizational commitment, and couple agreement as a moderator

Consistent with prior research, higher WIF was associated with lower levels of
affective commitment among both women and men. This is consistent with previous
research findings of a negative relationship between WFC and affective commitment
(Allen et al, 2000; Siegel et al, 2005). Thus, when work interferes with family
employees feel less emotionally attached to their organizations. Self-reported WIF and
continuance commitment were also positively related as in previous studies (Casper
et al., 2002; Lyness and Thompson, 1997; Good et al., 1988). Since affective commitment
1s positively correlated with job performance, continuance commitment is negatively
correlated with performance (Meyer et al., 1989, 2002), and WIF is associated with
lower affective commitment and higher continuance commitment, organizational



efforts to support employees’ family responsibilities may weaken the effects of WIF Examining Couple

and, through influencing distinct types of commitment, improve employee
performance.

A unique contribution of the current study was the examination of couple
agreement about the level of WIF as a moderator in an attempt to discern whether such
agreement about this important experience (i.e. WIF) might reinforce the effects of WIF
on work attitudes. This variable was explored as a moderator of four relationships:

(1) the WIF-affective commitment relationship for women;

(2) the WIF-affective commitment relationship for men;

(3) the WIF-continuance commitment relationship for women; and
(4) the WIF-continuance commitment relationship for men.

Of these, the only significant moderating effect was for the relationship between female
self-rated WIF and her continuance commitment. Interestingly, although couple
agreement about the female target’s WIF did indeed moderate this relationship, the
relationship between female WIF and her continuance commitment was stronger for
low agreement couples and weaker for couples with high agreement, counter to the
hypothesis.

Thus, when a woman perceived her level of WIF to be similar to what her partner
believed it to be, the relationship between her WIF and her continuance commitment
was weaker. This finding may reflect a buffering effect such that, higher couple
agreement regarding the female’s WIF occurs among women who have a greater sense
of social support from their partners. Couples would be expected to agree more when
the female partner shares her stresses and her male partner listens effectively and
hears what she says. These same circumstances are also likely to facilitate a sense of
partner support given attentive listening, validation, and expressiveness are indicators
social support (cf. Julien et al, 2003). Thus, when couples communicate effectively
about the woman’s work-family conflict, this is likely to facilitate both high agreement
regarding the level of her WIF and the woman'’s sense that her partner supports her.
However, given that we did not measure perceived partner support directly, future
research is needed to determine if agreement about the level of WIF experienced is
indeed associated with increased perceived support as we propose.

The notion that these findings are based on a social support phenomenon is
consistent with research that suggests that spouse support can reduce work-family
conflict and ameliorate any negative effects of such conflict (Beutell and Greenhaus,
1982; Carlson and Perrewe, 1999; Holohan and Gilbert, 1979). These findings also
parallel models that depict social support as a moderator of the stressor-strain
relationship (Ganster et al., 1986; Greenhaus and Parasuraman, 1986; Ray and Miller,
1994) and findings that support can reduce the deleterious effects of WFC on
organizational commitment (Casper ef al., 2002; Boumans and Landeweerd, 1992).

Post hoc analyses of the moderated relationship indicated that when couples
disagreed about the level of WIF the female partner experienced, and the male
perceived her WIF to be higher, the female partner experienced a greater sense of being
trapped in her organization (i.e. continuance commitment). In contrast, when the
disagreement entailed the female perceiving her WIF as higher than her male partner
perceived it, the relationship between WIF and continuance commitment, although still

agreement
about WFC

265




JMP
23,3

266

positive, was much weaker in magnitude. One plausible explanation for this finding is
attribution theory, which asserts that individuals make sense of situations they
experience, and develop causal explanations based on characteristics of the person
(internal attributions) or the environment (external attributions) (Kelley, 1973).
Continuance commitment reflects an attribution about “why I stay” in an organization.
In other words, a woman who has high continuance commitment attributes her
continued tenure to necessity rather than desire. Since women are socialized to place
great value on family (Cooper et al.,, 1994), when her partner perceives her as allowing
work to interfere with family she may get pressure from him to attend more to family
and less to work. Under such circumstances, women who have been socialized to put
their family above their work may need to attribute their reason for remaining with the
organization to necessity (e.g. financial reasons, lack of alternatives) rather than desire
in order to ameliorate their guilt. This is consistent with Casper ef al’s (2002)
proposition that working mothers that experienced WIF and yet remained with their
organizations may attribute their continued employment to need (continuance
commitment) to ameliorate any guilt associated with WIF.

Practical implications and strengths

In addition to contributing to theory, this study has a number of practical implications
that should be considered by organizational decision makers who are determining how
to deal with employees’ work-family concerns. First, our results suggest that
organizations that require employees to work long hours should realize that WIF has
negative consequences to the organization. Specifically, WIF contributes to decreased
affective commitment and increased continuance commitment. Given employees who
remain with their organizations because they want to have higher performance and
those that remain because they believe they have to have lower performance (Meyer
et al, 2002), employees with high WIF are likely to have poorer job performance
compared to those with less conflict.

At a general level, our findings also suggest that employees do not operate in
1solation, but that partnered employees function within the context of a dyadic unit.
Our findings indicate that employees’ partners are fairly aware of the degree to which
their work interferes with family. Thus, the negative attitudes that exist toward an
organization as a result of WIF are likely to exist not only among employees but also
their partners. Given findings that spouse attitudes play a critical role in employee
decisions about their continuing employment (Eby and Russell, 2000; Rosen and
Durand, 1995), partners’ attitudes toward the organization clearly have important
consequences. In fact, our findings indicate that when female employees and their male
partners agree that WIF is problematic, this agreement reinforces her negative
attitudes toward the organization. Such findings suggest it is important for
organizations to consider not only how their actions are perceived by employees, but
also by employees’ partners, and this appears to be more true when considering the
male partner of female employees. Accordingly, organizations might take
opportunities that are available to them to engage employees’ spouses and partners
in a positive way. For example, organizations can incorporate employees’ partners into
formal employee assistance programs, or include them in organization-wide social
activities such as employee picnics or office holiday parties. An organization that is
noted for its success at engaging spouses is the military. For example, the US Army



has implemented Family Support Groups which provide social and emotional support, Examining Couple

as well as information, for soldiers and their families (Shumm et al., 2000).

The partner perceptions that appeared to have the greatest potential for a
deleterious effect on employee attitudes were male partners’ perceptions that their
wife’s/female partner’s WIF was higher than she believed it was. Thus, efforts to
enhance employee attitudes through reducing partner perceptions of WIF may be most
successful when targeted at male partners of female employees. These findings are
consistent with the notion that sex-role stereotypes still govern how men and women
manage their work and family roles (Cleveland et al., 2000). That is, female employees
may face more difficulty from their husbands due to work demands than male
employees face from their wives. Accordingly, organizations that are committed to the
career development and promotion of women should be aware that organizational
supports to ameliorate WIF may be important to help women handle the pressures and
expectations they face at both work and home. Such supports may take the form of
individual manager support or organizational policies and practices.

In terms of implications for manager behavior, findings suggest that managers
should be attentive when employees discuss concerns surrounding their partner and
family. For instance, if an employee shares concerns with a supervisor that her
husband is uncomfortable with her excessive business travel or irregular or long hours,
managers should consider these legitimate concerns which could lead to negative work
attitudes if not resolved. Accordingly, managers who are attentive to such employees’
family concerns and resolve them whenever possible may benefit by facilitating
affective rather than continuance commitment among their employees.

With respect to organizational policies and practices, results suggest there may be
value to organizations in providing alternative work arrangements such as flexible
work schedules and telecommuting options. Alternative schedules could decrease the
perception that work is interfering with family for employees as well as their partners,
thereby decreasing backlash against the organization, ie. less affective and more
continuance commitment.

The current study has a number of strengths that enhance its ability to contribute to
the literature. First, answering calls to examine both members of a couple in studying
work-family phenomena (Casper et al., 2007), we obtained self ratings and partner
ratings of WIF. This enabled us to explore couple agreement regarding each member’s
experience of WIF, which has received limited attention in past studies. We also
sampled a diverse group of working adults, including both married couples as well as
couples in partnerships, which did not reflect legal marriages. Since more couples
today are cohabiting without marrying (Rhoades et al., 2006), it is important to expand
our conception of “couple” in order to reflect the partnerships that exist in today’s
world. Thus, this study helps advance research by exploring work-family conflict
within the context of diverse dyadic relationships using measures with good reliability
and validity evidence.

Limutations and directions for future research

As with all research, there are limitations of the present study that should be noted.
Because convenience sampling was used, the sample may not represent couples in the
population and caution is urged in generalizing. Future studies should solicit
organizations that allow data to be collected from employees and their significant
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others. Our study also focused exclusively on heterosexual couples, so conclusions
about work-family conflict among same-sex couples are not possible. Furthermore,
because couple agreement may change over time (Yogev and Brett, 1985), future
longitudinal research is warranted. Future research should also explore couple
agreement about other important issues such as work-family values and job attitudes.

It is also important to note that this study examined work-family conflict from a
single direction — work interfering with family. This was appropriate given “other”
ratings were given by a romantic partner who experienced and observed their partners’
WIF. However, research clearly suggests that family can also interfere with work
(FIW) and future research should consider the importance of the degree of agreement
between self and other perceptions of FIW. Such studies using supervisor/subordinate
dyads would be very relevant, as disagreements regarding FIW might have important
implications for supervisor-subordinate relationships.

Conclusions

The current study highlights the importance of evaluating couple agreement with
respect to employee and partner levels of WIF. Findings suggest that individuals
within a couple tend to perceive the level of WIF each partner experiences more
similarly than differently. Couple agreement about the female partner’s WIF buffers
the impact of her self-rated WIF on her attitudes toward her organization. Clearly,
partnered employees do not operate in a vacuum and we should not underestimate the
degree to which employees’ partners influence the employer-employee relationship.
This is especially true when considering a female employee and her male partner.
Thus, when employers consider not only employee perceptions, but also the
perspective of employees’ partners, they may develop higher quality social exchange
relationships.
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