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Abstract: Changing demographic trends occurring in the work and
family spheres have made combining work and family responsibilities an
increasingly challenging task for employees in virtually every nation.
However, previous studies on work-family conflict have focused
predominantly on Western and developed nations, with little attention to
the experience of work-family conflict across different national contexts.
Only recently have studies begun to examine work-family conflict from
cross-national perspective. This paper presents a review of cross-national
studies on work-family conflict focusing on the influences of cultural,
institutional and economic factors. Overall, the review suggests that
existing cross-national research on work-family conflict is narrow in
scope, with most studies focused mainly on identifying differences in
prevalence of the phenomenon across national contexts. The paper
outlines agenda for future research to increase understanding of contextual
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Introduction

The phenomenon of work-family conflict has
attracted enormous research attention over the past four
decades particularly due to the increased participation of
women in the workforce and the concomitant changes in
work and family structures. Work-family conflict occurs
when role pressures in the work role make it more
difficult to participate in the family role or vice versa
(Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). In addition to
establishing the bi-directionality of work-family conflict
(work-to-family conflict is distinguished from family-
to-work conflict), this stream of research has
contributed to our understanding of the antecedents
and outcomes of work-family conflict (Byron, 2005;
Eby et al., 2005; Michel et al., 2011). However, much
of the research on work-family conflict has been
conducted in Western and developed countries.
Consequently, researchers have raised concerns about
the extent to which knowledge on work-family
conflict may be applied in non-Western contexts
(Shaffer et al., 2011; Westman, 2005; Yang, 2005).

Indeed, the notion that individuals’ experiences of the
work-family interface vary across national contexts has
been repeatedly emphasized in the work-family
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literature. Westman (2005) notes that work and family
systems operate within and are influenced by the specific
cultural, institutional and economic contexts in which
they are embedded. It is acknowledged that cultural,
institutional and economic settings vary widely across
countries (Joplin ef al., 2003). As such, awareness of
the influence of national context is essential for a
nuanced understanding of workers’ experiences of
juggling work and family responsibilities (Ollier-
Malaterre et al., 2013). As noted by Powell et al
(2009), cultural assumptions underpin most of the
concepts in the work and family literature such as
conflict, role demands and gender roles. Moreover,
government policies and prevailing economic
conditions shape organizations’ responses to work
family issues and influence individuals’ needs and
expectations (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013).

However, a major weakness in the work-family
research field is that although scholars often emphasize
the importance of cross-national research, relatively few
studies examine work and family issues from cross-
national perspective. This weakness is evident in various
meta-analyses on the work-family interface, none of
which included national context as a possible antecedent
or moderator (e.g., Byron, 2005; Eby et al., 2005;
Michel et al., 2011). This paper contributes to the
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literature by synthesizing research on national level
factors that shape individuals’ experiences of the work-
family interface. Specifically, the paper reviews extant
research on the influences of cultural, institutional and
macroeconomic variables on individuals’ experiences of
work-family interface. Previous reviews on contextual
influences on work-family conflict have focused mainly
on cultural and, to some extent, institutional factors
(Aycan, 2008; Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013; Powell ef al.,
2009). First, drawing on existing cultural frameworks
(e.g., Hofstede, 1980; House ef al., 2004) the paper dis-
cusses the influence of cultural values and expectations on
work-family interactions. Next, the paper discusses the
impact of institutional factors, focusing on the roles of
national level family policies and working time regula-
tions in shaping experiences of the work-family
interface. This is followed by a review of economic fac-
tors such as national wealth (affluence) and national
level unemployment that may impact on individuals’
experiences of reconciling work and family
responsibilities. The paper concludes by suggesting
directions for future research.

Cultural Influences

For the most part, previous research has relied on
differences in cultural values and beliefs in explaining
variations in work-family experiences across countries.
Culture has been defined in different ways in the
literature. According to Hofstede (1980, p. 9), culture
refers to “the collective programming of the human mind
that distinguishes the members of one human group from
those of another”. House and Javidan (2004, p. 16) also
defined culture as “shared motives, values, beliefs,
identities and interpretations or meanings of
significant events that result from common
experiences of members of collectives that are
transmitted across generations”. Common to these
definitions of culture is the emphasis on shared values,
behaviours and beliefs. Among a wealth of cultural
dimensions identified in the literature, four have been
considered relevant to explaining variations in work-
family conflict across countries (Powell ez al., 2009).
These include individualism- collectivism, gender
egalitarianism, humane orientation and specificity-
diffusion. To date, the individualism-collectivism and,
to some extent, gender egalitarianism dimensions have
received more attention among scholars studying work-
family issues (Ollier-Malaterre et al., 2013).

Individualism-Collectivism

The individualism-collectivism dimension has
been applied to explain how work and family
relationships are constructed in different contexts.
Schein (1984) posits that there are variations in the
extent to which individuals in different cultures
separate work from family life. Segmentation between
work and family roles is considered most common in

individualistic societies, whereas integration of work
and family life is most typical among collectivists
(Schein, 1984). Perceptions of role segmentation and
integration create varying opportunities for the
experience of work-family conflict across different
cultural contexts. Ashforth et al. (2000) argued that
role segmentation decreases blurring between roles,
making transitions between domains more difficult,
whereas role integration increases blurring between
roles and thus eases between-role transition.
Moreover, Yang et al. (2000) argued that in individu-
alistic societies sacrificing family time for work could
be regarded as neglect of the family in pursuit of
personal achievements, whereas in collectivistic
cultures work is regarded as a means to support the
family and less value is placed on personal and family
time. Hence, sacrificing family time for work may be
regarded as a short-term cost for the long-term
welfare of the family.

In addition, the nature of demands encountered in
the work and family domains as well as the resources
available in these domains in collectivistic cultures
may be different from those in individualistic cultures.
Hofstede et al. (2010) noted that in collectivistic
societies, individuals are expected to maintain
harmonious relationships with extended family
members such as in-laws and elderly relatives. As
such, family obligations in most collectivistic
societies often extend beyond responsibilities toward
one’s own children and spouse; individuals often have
financial and emotional obligations towards extended
family relations (Powell ef al., 2009). Thus, extended
family obligations may detract from time and energy
resources of employed parents in collectivistic
societies. Comparatively, extended family obligations,
if any, may be less demanding in individualistic
cultures since greater emphasis is placed on nuclear
family relationships in these cultures. However,
family relationships in collectivistic societies are also
characterized by a high sense of reciprocity. Just as
extended family relatives may pose additional
demands on individuals, they also serve as important
source of support (Powell ez al., 2009). By contrast, in
individualistic societies, this type of support is not
often available or preferred (Aycan, 2008).

The strong family ties in collectivistic societies also
find expression in human resource management practices
in organizations. Relationships between employers and
employees in collectivistic cultures are often conceived
in moral terms “with mutual obligations for protection in
exchange for loyalty” (Hofstede et al,, 2010). This
contrasts with individualistic cultures, where the
relationship between employers and employees are
typically conceived in transactional terms (Gelfand ez al.,
2004; Hofstede et al, 2010). Consequently,
organizational practices such as selection, appraisal,
reward and dismissal in collectivistic cultures are heavily



Francis Annor / Journal of Social Sciences 2016, 12 (1): 1.13
DOI: 10.3844/jssp.2016.1.13

influenced by individuals’ relationship with members in
the organization (Gelfand et al., 2004). This form of
relationship may serve as indirect support from
supervisors to subordinates in collectivistic cultures,
which may minimize work demands on employees
(Powell et al., 2009). In contrast, this form of support
may not be available in individualistic cultures, as
‘family-like’ relationships at work may be deemed
undesirable (Powell et al., 2009). However, to the extent
that performance may not be directly linked to rewards in
collectivistic cultures, cultivating healthy interpersonal
relationships with people in superior positions at work is
essential to gaining favours from them and this may
constitute additional demands on employees.

Gender Egalitarianism

Defined as “‘the degree to which an organization or a
society minimizes gender role differences while
promoting gender equality” (House and Javidan, 2004, p.
12), gender egalitarianism reflects societal norms about
the allocation of roles between men and women. In less
gender egalitarian cultures there are greater distinctions
in expected roles of men and women. Specifically, men
are expected to value objective material success and to
prioritize work over family, whereas women are
expected to be more focused on the subjective quality of
life and to prioritize family over work (Emrich et al.,
2004). In contrast, societies with greater gender
egalitarianism make less of a differentiation between
women and men’s social roles; both men and women are
expected to participate in paid employment and share in
housework (Emrich et al., 2004).

The varying beliefs and expectations regarding the
roles of females and males impact on their relative
positions in private and public realms in society (McDaniel,
2008). Egalitarian gender values have been linked with
decreased inequalities in division of housework between
women and men. Although women continue to bear a
greater share of housework (Bianchi er al, 2012;
Ruppanner, 2010), men’s participation in these activities is
significantly higher in cultures that place less emphasis on
the breadwinner role (Thebaud, 2010). Thus, societies’ level
of gender egalitarianism appears to impact on the relative
demands shouldered by men and women. Additionally,
egalitarian gender values have been linked with
favourable attitudes towards female participation in paid
employment (Treas and Widmer, 2000). As suggested by
Uunk et al. (2005), countries higher on gender
egalitarianism are characterized by higher proportion of
women in paid employment. Moreover, women in
societies that emphasize egalitarian gender values are
more likely to occupy positions of high authority, and
thus may have significant influence on policies that
support employees’ need to combine work and family
demands (Lyness and Kropf, 2005) Uunk et al. (2005)

reported that in countries that promote gender equality,
employers tend to be more supportive of employees’
need to combine work and family life.

Since gender egalitarianism concerns distinctions in
gender roles (Lyness and Judiesch, 2008), it may have
implications for gender differences in experiences of the
work-family interface in different cultural contexts.
Drawing on Greenhaus and Beutell’s (1985) notion that
higher levels of involvement in one role makes it difficult to
meet demands in another role, Powell et al (2009)
proposed that gender differences in work-family conflict
may be more pronounced in low gender egalitarian cultures,
where greater emphasis is placed on traditional gender
roles. In contrast, gender differences in work-family conflict
may be lower in higher gender egalitarian cultures, because
of the overlapping roles of men and women.

Review of Cross-Cultural Studies on Work-Family
Conflict

According to Powell ef al. (2009), studies that have
investigated cultural differences in work-family conflict
could be classified into culture-as-referent and culture-
as-dimensions studies. Culture-as-referent studies draw
on the concept of culture in making predictions about
work-family issues in one nation but do not measure culture
or make cross-cultural comparisons (e.g., Aryee et al.,
1999). While such studies may provide in-depth insight into
the work-family interface within a specific cultural context,
they do not explain the potential impact of culture on work-
family experience (Powell ef al., 2009). In contrast, culture-
as-dimensions studies refer to notions of culture or measure
specific cultural dimensions in making comparisons of the
work-family interface across different countries. This paper
focuses on culture-as-dimensions studies, because such
studies offer greater insight into the impact of cultural
dimensions on work-family issues.

A growing number of studies examine prevalence of
work-family  conflict, with findings suggesting
significant variations in levels of work-family conflict
across different cultural contexts. Yang (2005) compared
independent samples of employees in China and the US
on a measure of overall work-family conflict and found
that work-family conflict was significantly higher among
employees in the US than employees in China. She
interpreted this finding as supporting her hypothesis that
work-family conflict tends to be higher in individualistic
cultures than in collectivistic cultures. Yang based her
prediction on the notion that work and family roles are
viewed as compatible in collectivistic cultures. In
contrast to Yang’s study, Lu et al. (2010) compared
levels of work-family conflict among British and
Taiwanese employees and found that both men and
women in Taiwan reported higher levels of work-to-
family conflict and family-to-work conflict than their
counterparts in Britain. Similarly, Spector et al. (2007)
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analysed data from 20 countries that were placed in four
country clusters, one of which was considered
individualistic (Anglo) and the other three were
considered collectivistic (Asia, East Europe and Latin
America). Spector et al. (2007) found that time-based
work-to-family conflict was slightly higher in Anglo
countries than Asian countries, while strain-based work-
to-family conflict was significantly higher among
Anglos than Asians and Latin Americans. The higher
levels of conflict reported by employees in the Anglo
cluster could be due to their relatively high levels of
workloads compared to employees in other clusters.

While many cross-cultural studies do not explicitly
test gender differences in work-family conflict, the few
that do seem to support Powell et al’s (2009)
proposition that gender differences in work-family
experiences are more pronounced in less gender
egalitarian cultures than in high gender egalitarian
cultures. Using data from the 2005 International Social
Survey Program (ISSP), Ruppanner and Huffman (2013)
examined the impact of gender empowerment (similar to
gender egalitarianism) on work-family conflict in 31
countries. Gender empowerment was associated with
decreased likelihood of family-to-work conflict among
mothers, but had the opposite effect on family-to-work
conflict for fathers. Interestingly, gender empowerment
was associated with increased likelihood of work-to-
family conflict for both mothers and fathers. Lyness and
Judiesch (2014) examined the influence of gender
egalitarianism on gender differences in work-life balance
among managers in 36 countries. The researchers
captured gender egalitarianism with four different
measures and used multisource data for work-life
balance comprising self-reports and  supervisor
appraisals. Multilevel analysis showed small, albeit
significant moderating effects of gender egalitarianism
on gender differences in self-reported work-life balance.
Specifically, women reported lower work-life balance
than men in low gender egalitarian cultures. Gender
differences in self-reported work-life balance in low
gender egalitarian cultures were strongly linked to
objective gender inequalities. Interestingly, gender
egalitarianism had stronger influence on supervisors’
ratings of managers’ work-life balance. In low
egalitarian countries supervisor ratings of female
managers’ work-family balance were significantly lower
than their male counterparts. However, given that
women may hold small proportion of managerial
positions in low egalitarian cultures, supervisor ratings
of female manager’s work-life balance could be
influenced by stereotypic beliefs about women.

In addition, another stream of research focuses on
individualism-collectivism as a moderator in the
relationships of work-family conflict with antecedent
and outcome variables. These studies suggest that

predictors of work-family conflict vary across different
cultural contexts. For example, Yang et al. (2000) found
that work demands were positively related to work-
family conflict for Chinese employees but were
unrelated to work-family conflict for American
employees. In contrast, Spector ef al. (2007) found that
higher work demands (work hours and perceived
workload) were associated with higher levels of work-to-
family conflict among individualists than collectivists.
The researchers suggested that individualists might view
long working hours as taking away from the family,
thereby leading to resentment and conflict in the family
domain. Conversely, this may not be the case in most
collectivistic societies where family members view long
working hours as contribution to the family. Lu et al.
(2010) also examined the relationships of work/family
demands and support with work-to-family conflict in a
cross-cultural study of British and Taiwanese employees.
The researchers found supervisor support was associated
with significantly lower levels of work-to-family conflict
for Taiwanese than for British employees, suggesting
that supervisor support was more beneficial for the
Taiwanese employees.

Studies have also investigated cultural context as a
moderator in the relationship between work-family
conflict and outcomes. Findings from this stream of
research suggest that outcomes of work-family
experiences are more pronounced in some cultural
contexts than in others. Spector et al. (2007) found that
the relationship between work-to-family conflict and job
satisfaction was stronger in individualistic cultures
(Anglo) than collectivistic cultures (Asia, Latin America
and East Europe). Similarly, Wang et al. (2004) studied
the moderating effects of culture in the relationship
between work-family conflict and turnover intentions
among American and Chinese employees. Focusing on
individual level cultural orientations, the researchers
assessed allocentrism and idiocentrism, which roughly
correspond with collectivism and individualism
respectively. The researchers found that work-to-family
conflict was positively related to turnover intentions
among American employees but was not related to
turnover intentions among the Chinese. Wang et al.
(2004) speculated that since China is a collectivistic
country, Chinese employees would be more likely to
emphasize long-term relationship via loyalty with their
organization. The positive relationship between work-to-
family conflict and turnover intentions was significantly
stronger among employees who scored high on
idiocentrism. More recently, Galovan et al (2010)
compared samples of employees in the US and
Singapore on outcomes of work-family conflict. They
found that work-to-family conflict had a stronger
negative relationship with job satisfaction and a stronger
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positive relationship with depression in the US than in
Singapore. Conversely, family-to-work conflict had a
stronger negative relationship with job satisfaction and
stronger positive relationship with depression in
Singapore than in the US.

Institutional Influences

Although cultural comparisons have dominated
comparative research on work-family issues, cross-
cultural studies often ignore other dimensions on which
countries that supposedly emphasize similar cultural
values may vary. For example, although the UK and
Sweden may be classified as individualistic (see
Hofstede, 1980) the two countries emphasize different
ideologies regarding state interventions in work-family
issues (Esping-Andersen, 1999). Thus, while cultural
values and expectations could influence individuals’
responses towards participation in the work and family
domains, constraints and resources within the wider
institutional context could also shape the daily realities
of combining responsibilities in both life domains. A
burgeoning stream of research, therefore, focuses on the
influences of institutional factors such as social policies,
in particular family policies and working time
regulations, in understanding the work-family interface
across countries. This section will focus on the impact
of national family policies and working time regulations
on work and family participation experiences.

Family Policies

In response to increased emphasis on work and
family issues, several countries have instituted policies
aimed at facilitating employees’ combining paid
employment and household labour. Most prominent
among these policies include legally protected family
leaves such as maternity leave, paternity leave, parental
leave and sick leave; family tax and cash benefits; and
childcare services (Lewis, 2009). Countries vary not
only in the strategies they adopt in supporting families
but also in the levels of support they provide. The
existence of such cross-national variations in family
policies is broadly captured in various welfare-state
regime typologies (Esping-Andersen, 1990; 1999; Korpi,
2000; Lewis, 1992).

Family policies at the national level influence work-
family support provisions by organizations and thus
shape reconciliation of work and family responsibilities.
Drawing on institutional theory (Ingram and Simons,
1995), it has been argued that extensive family policies
is indicative of state commitment to work-family issues and
may create normative and coercive pressures on organi-
zations to provide work-family support (den Dulk et al.,
2013; Lewis and Haas, 2005). Relevant to this argument is
the concept of sense of entitlement (Lewis and Smithson,
2001), which denotes “a set of beliefs and feelings about
rights and entitlements, or legitimate expectations, based on

what is perceived to be fair and equitable (p. 1457).” Thus,
national policies that are supportive of the integration of
paid work and family life may enhance employees’ sense
of entitlement to support (Lewis and Smithson,
2001),which may in turn increase institutional pressures
on employers to respond in ways that are perceived to be
equitable (Lewis and Haas, 2005). In contrast, some
scholars have argued that it is the absence, rather than
the presence of well-developed state provisions that
increases employers’ motivation to adopt work-family
policies (den Dulk, 2005; den Dulk et al., 2013). It is
assumed that firms’ decisions to introduce family
policies are influenced by economic considerations, with
employers being more likely to adopt family-friendly
measures when these are expected to yield net benefit to
the organization (Seeleib-Kaiser and Fleckenstein,
2009). While evidence exists for both arguments (e.g.,
Beham et al., 2014; den Dulk, 2005; den Dulk et al.,
2013), overall, the adoption of work-family polices seem
to be influenced by organizational characteristics. Public
rather than private sector organizations and large rather
than small organizations seem more likely to adopt
work-family arrangements (den Dulk et al., 2012).

At the individual level, some studies have examined
the impact of national family policies on gender relations
in the labour market and the housechold. State policies
that support reconciliation of work and family life have
been linked with increase in women’s employment and
economic autonomy, particularly that of mothers
(Hegewisch and Gornick, 2011). Although some
scholars have argued that women’s employment patterns
are largely determined by life style preferences (e.g.,
Hakim, 2002), empirical evidence suggests that the
availability of supportive family policies can facilitate
women’s continuous attachment to the labour market
(e.g., Pettit and Hook, 2005). Supportive family policies
also seem to reduce wage penalties associated with
motherhood (Gornick and Meyers, 2003; Stier et al.,
2001). Increase in women’s economic activity has been
linked with men’s participation in unpaid work. This
trend appears more evident in countries that have poli-
cies to encourage men’s participation in domestic work
(Hook, 2006). However, some scholars have emphasized
the possibility that family policies could worsen
women’s labour market outcomes (e.g., Mandel and
Semyonov, 2006), though these concerns appear to be
related to policies that grant parents lengthy time outside
of paid employment (Lewis, 2009). In addition to
facilitating women’s attachment to the labour market,
national family policies can directly influence
individuals’ ability to integrate work and family life.
This expectation builds on research that has linked
expansive family policy provisions with higher quality of
work tasks (job autonomy and involvement in decision
making) and greater schedule control (e.g., Gallie, 2003;
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Lyness et al., 2012). Gronlund and Oun (2010) argued
that by supporting individual autonomy, family policies
help minimize the difficulties of juggling work and family
responsibilities. However, to date, comparative research
on the impact of family policies on employees’ work-
family experiences has been limited. The few studies in
that regard have focused mainly on country differences in
prevalence of work-family conflict, with inconsistent and
somewhat contradictory results.

Some studies conclude that extensive family policies
facilitate work-family balance. For example, Crompton
and Lyonette (2006) compared work-family conflict in
five European countries (France, Norway, Finland,
Portugal and Britain) and found that living in Finland
and Norway (countries that provide extensive work-
family support) was associated with lower levels of
work-family conflict than living in the other European
countries. In contrast, other studies indicate that national
level family policies are associated with greater difficulty
with combining work and family demands (e.g., Cousins
and Tang, 2004; Strandh and Nordenmark, 2006). Cousins
and Tang (2004) examined experiences of balancing work
and family responsibilities in three European countries
that vary in family policy regime (Sweden, the UK and the
Netherlands). Surprisingly, despite extensive public work-
family support in Sweden, a higher proportion of both
men and women in Sweden reported work-family conflict
compared to the other two countries.

A difficulty with such cross-national comparative
studies is the assumption that similar policy
configurations have similar effects across different
countries. As noted by Sullivan et al. (2009), “different
policies within the same country may be founded on
different models of work and family life”. Thus, even
within the same country the objectives of different
policies might sometimes conflict and might result in
contradictory effects. Hence, additional insight could be
gleaned from studies that focused on the impact of
specific family policies. Relevant in this regard is a recent
10-country multilevel analysis by Ruppanner (2011) based
on data from the 2002 ISSP. She found that mothers and
fathers reported less family-to-work conflict in countries
with more expansive family leave policies. Mothers also
reported less work-to-family conflict in countries with
more expansive family leave policies and longer school
scheduling. Interestingly, longer school scheduling was
associated with greater work-to-family conflict for non-
mothers. She speculated that longer school scheduling
might be indicative of long work hour culture.

More recently, Allen et al. (2014) investigated the
impact of national paid leave policies on four dimensions
of work-family conflict (time- and strain-based work-to-
family conflict, time- and strain-based family-to-work
conflict) among married working parents across 12
industrialized countries. Drawing on data from the

second Collaborative International Study of Managerial
Stress, Allen et al. (2014) demonstrated that paid sick
leave had small but significant negative relationship with
both types of family-to-work conflict and strain-based
work-to-family conflict, whereas paid parental and
annual leaves were not associated with work-family
conflict. The researchers further demonstrated that paid
leave policies were more beneficial when employees’
perception of organizational and supervisor support were
higher than when they were lower. Together, these
studies suggest that the positive impact of national level
family policies on work-family experiences may be true
for some specific policies but not others.

Working Time Regulations

The regulation of working time has been a key focus
of social policy for much of the twentieth century
particularly in industrialized countries. Work hour
reduction policies emerged from a concern for
safeguarding the health and safety of workers and to
provide ‘leisure’ time outside paid work (McCann,
2004). The establishment of normal weekly hours remains
the primary mechanism for limiting working time in many
countries (Gornick and Heron, 2006; Lee et al., 2007),
with the International Labour Organization’s 40 h week
limit being the most dominant weekly hour standard
(normal weekly hours refers to “a threshold beyond which
overtime becomes payable” (Gornick and Heron, 2006,
p. 153)) (Lee et al, 2007). However, increasing
emphasis on flexibility, spearheaded by part-time work
and annualization arrangements, has resulted in
increased diversification of working times (annualization
involves averaging weekly work hours over a reference
period of up to a year (McCann, 2004)) (Anxo and
O’Reilly, 2000; McCann, 2004). Analyses of working
time distributions suggest that national differences in
working time largely reflect variations in the institutional
frameworks for regulating working hours (Anxo, 2004;
Lee et al., 2007). Anxo and O’Reilly (2000) note that
regulations of working hours may involve universal
application of statutory agreements or collective
bargaining at industry and plant levels. Generally,
distribution of working time tends to be broader in
countries with limited working hour legislations and
strongly decentralized collective bargaining (Anxo,
2004; Lee et al., 2007).

It is assumed that regulations limiting the number of
weekly work hours can potentially increase the amount
of time available for non-work activities (Sayer and
Gornick, 2011) and thus enhance workers’ ability to
integrate work and family responsibilities. However,
empirical evidence suggests that policies limiting
working hours do not necessarily increase involvement
in family-related activities. Sayer and Gornick (2011)
proposed that parents in countries where long working
hours dominate would devote less time to childcare
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activities compared with parents in countries with short
employment hours. Based on time diary data from nine
countries, the researchers found no support for the
proposed association of childcare levels and national work
hour cultures. Paradoxically, they found that childcare
hours were lowest among mothers and fathers in France
and Sweden -countries with short work hour cultures-and
highest among mothers and fathers in Canada and Slove-
nia-countries with long work hour cultures.

Fagnani and Letablier (2004) concluded that
mechanically reducing working hours through
regulations might not be sufficient in enhancing
employees’ work-family balance. The researchers based
their conclusion on analysis of the impact of the French
35 h workweek law on the daily life of employed parents
with children under six. It was observed that the impact of
the 35 h law on work-family balance largely depended on
the organization of work. While the impact was perceived
as positive for a large majority of parents with regular
schedules, those with irregular and unpredictable schedules
perceived no significant change in their family life, or that
the impact was negative. These findings support Anxo’s
(2004) statement, “being able to fulfil care responsibilities
and social activities is not just about how much time is
available, it is also about when people are available” (p.
199). Thus, reduction in working time could make fulfilling
family-related tasks more difficult, if individuals have to
accept working non-standard schedules.

Additionally, the organization of working time has
significant implications for gender equality in paid
employment and household labour. Evidence from
European countries indicates that countries with reduced
working hours have lower gaps between men and
women’s labour market participation (Figart and Mutari,
2000). Women’s participation may in turn influence
men’s contribution to domestic work. Hook (2006),
based on time-use data from 20 countries, reported that
men’s unpaid work time was positively correlated with
women’s employment. However, Hook’s finding might
not generalize to countries where part-time work
accounts for considerable reduction in working hours. It
has been argued that in countries where part-time work
remains overwhelmingly feminized and of relatively
poor quality, reducing working hours through part-time
work may not only reinforce women’s role as caregivers,
but could also widen the gender gap in paid work
(Gornick and Heron, 2006). In this vein, regulations that
limit weekly working hours could have the unintended
consequence of widening gender inequalities.

Economic Influences

Beyond cultural and institutional factors, the
economic context may shape how individuals negotiate
between work and family domains. There is evidence to
suggest that macroeconomic conditions, particularly
those related to income and employment, impact on the

experiences of workers in the work and home
environments. In the job stress literature, a number of
studies have related levels of national wealth and
unemployment rates to workers’ feelings of job stress
(e.g., Fenwick and Tausig, 1994; Frey and Stutzer,
2002). These studies suggest that in affluent countries
and in countries with low unemployment rates workers
are less likely to report job stress. Fenwick and Tausig
(1994) argued that macroeconomic forces affect the
structure of work roles and exposure to work stressors.
In difficult economic conditions such as decline in
economic growth or recessions, more employees
experience stress as firms may be forced to reduce their
labour force (Joplin et al., 2003). Economic decline may
also force employees to tolerate poor working conditions
such as heavy workloads, working unsocial hours and
reductions in wages, due to lack of alternative jobs and
decrease in workers’ bargaining power (McGinnity and
Russell, 2013). Furthermore, increasing levels of
unemployment may heighten workers’ perception of
employment insecurity (Nolan et al., 2000), which can
aggravate individuals’ feelings of stress.

Not only does the economic context affect workers’
exposure to stressful conditions, but it can also affect the
level of resources available for reconciling paid work
and family responsibilities. For example, it has been
suggested that lower unemployment rate at the country
level may encourage work-family initiatives by
employers to increase labour supply from skilled
workers (den Dulk et al., 2013). In a similar vein, it has
been demonstrated that developed countries tend to have
stronger economies, which result in higher average
household income (Spector et al., 2004). Thus, providing
basic family needs would be relatively easier. High
economic security in this context could also make it
possible for employees to have shorter workweeks
(Lyness et al, 2012). By contrast, in countries where
average household incomes are low providing family
needs is relatively more difficult. Consequently, working
longer hours for additional income would be more
common. In line with these suggestions, Stier and Lewis-
Epstein (2003) found evidence that level of economic
development was associated with employees’ working
time preferences. Based on multilevel analysis of data on
27 countries from the 1997 ISSP, Stier and Lewis-Epstein
(2003) reported that workers were more likely to prefer
reduced work hours in countries with higher GNP per
capita. From the preceding arguments, one could expect
that reconciling work and family responsibilities would
pose greater challenge to workers in developing countries
than to those in economically advanced nations.

However, the few studies that examined economic
influences on the work-family interface reported mixed
findings. One study found that economic decline was
associated with a modest increase in work-family
conflict (McGinnity and Russell, 2013). In this study,
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McGinnity and Russell (2013) compared levels of work-
family conflict in 20 European countries in 2004 (period
preceding the financial crisis) and 2010 (a year of slow
economic growth and generally higher unemployment).
They observed that in countries where unemployment
rose during the period individuals reported a slight
increase in work-family conflict. The modest rise in
work-family conflict was attributed to increase in work
pressure. In another study among dual-earner couples,
Steiber (2009) reported contradictory findings on the
impact of economic conditions on individuals’ work-
family conflict. They found that couples reported higher
levels of time-based and strain-based work-family con-
flict in countries with higher unemployment rates.
Interestingly, high standard of living (measured by GNP
per capita) was also associated with increased likelihood
of reporting work-family conflict. Steiber’s findings
were based on multilevel analysis of data on 23 countries
from the second wave of the European Social Survey
(ESS). However, overall, the moderating effect of
economic context was modest after controlling for
individual level factors.

In an earlier study, Uunk et al. (2005) investigated
changes in women’s working hours over time by
comparing women’s levels of work involvement prior to
first birth to their levels of involvement two years after
birth using data from the European Community
Household Panel for 13 EU countries. Their findings
suggest that, among countries with equal levels of public
childcare, mothers in more affluent countries were more
likely to reduce working hours after childbirth. The
authors interpreted this finding as supporting their
argument that mothers in less affluent countries remain
in paid employment out of economic necessity.
However, the reduction in working hours among mothers
in affluent countries would not necessarily suggest
greater difficulty in reconciling work and family
demands. The fact that the more affluent countries in this
study tend to have greater prevalence of part-time work
(¢f- Steiber and Haas, 2012) suggests that the
longitudinal child effects observed in more affluent
countries could be explained by the availability of
alternative employment options.

Future Directions and Conclusion

Cross-national research remains an emergent field in
the work-family literature. Focusing on culture,
institutions and economic conditions, this paper has
highlighted various ways in which experiences of the
work-family interface might differ across national
contexts. Cultural values may influence individuals’
construction of work and family roles, the priorities they
attach to these roles and the nature and sources of
demands and support mechanisms existing therein. As
such, culture may account for variations in prevalence of
work-family conflict as well as differences in

antecedents and outcomes of work-family conflict in
different national contexts. The institutional and
economic contexts also seem to have significant
influences on how much support individuals could
expect and the preferences they make between paid work
and family responsibilities.

A major issue in cross-national literature on work-
family conflict is the lack of uniformity in
conceptualization of work-family conflict. Constructs
such as “work-family balance”, “work-life balance” and
“work-non-work conflict” have been used to represent
work-family conflict in the literature. This situation may
be due to work-family research being approached from
diverse academic perspectives including psychology,
sociology, social policy and management. A
consequence of this proliferation of constructs is that
different measures are used across different studies.
Even large-scale surveys such as ISSP and ESS use very
different measures for work-family conflict. This
phenomenon makes it difficult to meaningfully compare
results from different studies. Thus, differences found
across studies could be an artefact of variations in how
work-family conflict was conceptualized and measured.

Cross-national research on work-family conflict is
limited in scope. For example, research examining
cultural influences has focused predominantly on the
individual-collectivism and, to some extent, gender
egalitarianism dimensions of culture. To date, no study
has focused on other cultural dimensions such as
specificity/diffusion and humane orientation.
Specificity/diffusion reflects the extent to which
individuals in a culture segment or integrate their public
and private lives, with specific cultures emphasizing
segmentation and diffuse cultures emphasizing role
integration (Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner, 1998).
Humane orientation refers to ‘‘the degree to which
individuals in organizations or societies encourage and
reward individuals for being fair, altruistic, friendly,
generous and caring and kind to others’” (House and
Javidan, 2004, p. 12). Powell et al (2009) have
articulated a number of propositions regarding the
influence of these cultural dimensions on the work-
family interface. Studies testing these propositions
empirically would contribute significantly to under-
standing the work-family interface from a cross-cultural
perspective. Similarly, research on institutional and
economic influences has mainly focused on differences
in levels of work-family conflict across countries.
While this line of research is important for
understanding the pervasiveness of the phenomenon in
different contexts, it does little in highlighting whether
similar factors underlie work-family conflict in
different contexts. Previous reviews have identified
several antecedents and outcomes of work-family
conflict that are related to both the work and family
domains. Future research needs to examine whether
and how the relationships of these variables with work-
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family conflict differ across different institutional and
macroeconomic contexts.

Furthermore, there is a lack of integration of research
focusing on cultural, institutional and macroeconomic
influences on work-family conflict. Most cross-national
studies have focused on either cultural factors or
institutional and economic factors. Ollier-Malaterre et al.
(2013) suggested that cultural, institutional and macroeco-
nomic variables may interact to influence individuals’
experiences of the work-family interface. Integrating
cultural, institutional and macroeconomic variables in
cross-national work-family research would enhance our
understanding of what underlie similarities and differences
in work-family experiences and employee outcomes. This
would require moving beyond the two-country
comparisons commonly adopted in cross-national studies
on work-family conflict. Researchers should consider
collecting data from multiple countries that differ along
various cultural dimensions, institutional policies and
macroeconomic characteristics.

Finally, mirroring the trend in single-country studies
(see Shaffer et al., 2011), the neglect of sub-Saharan
Africa is even more evident in cross-national studies. To
date, no study has explicitly compared work-family
conflict in a country in sub-Sahara Africa with a Western
industrialized country. The only international survey that
included a single African country (South Africa) was the
2005 ISSP (see Ruppanner and Huffman, 2013). A
consideration of the sub-Saharan African context in
cross-national research on the work-family interface is
imperative, given prevailing socio-economic
circumstances in the sub-region, some of which may be
unknown elsewhere in the developed world. For
example, many societies in sub-Saharan Africa place
high cultural premium on marriage and procreation. This
phenomenon, coupled with rapidly aging populations
and high prevalence of HIV/AIDs and other health
pandemics (Aryee, 2005; Mokomane, 2012) contribute
to an increasing need to provide care for young children
and vulnerable relatives. In addition, the relegation of
work-family issues to the private realm implies a general
lack of family-friendly provisions from governments and
organizations for reconciling work and family life in
many countries in sub-Saharan Africa (Annor, 2014).
Moreover, lack of adequate infrastructure such as
reliable transport, electricity, water supply, healthcare
systems and other basic amenities that characterize low-
income countries further increases demands on
individuals’ time and energy, especially among women.
Therefore, future cross-national studies that include
countries in sub-Saharan Africa would shed light on the
extent to which work-family experiences in this unique
socio-cultural context may be similar or different from
Western and industrialized societies.
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