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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This study of 390 full-time Chinese managers examined the ~ Gender; gender role
relationship between gender and work-to-family conflict.  attitudes; work centrality;

family centrality;
work-to-family conflict;
identity theory

Guided by identity theory, we found that work centrality
and family centrality mediated the relationship between
gender and work-to-family conflict. The findings indicate
men follow a work centrality pathway that results in
increased work-to-family conflict and women follow a family
centrality pathway that also results in higher levels of
work-to-family conflict. Gender role attitudes moderated the
relationship between gender and work centrality, and the
indirect relationship between gender and work-to-family
conflict through work centrality was stronger for managers
with traditional gender role attitudes than those with
non-traditional gender role attitudes. Theoretical and prac-
tical implications are discussed.

Introduction

Is work-family conflict, defined as incompatible demands between the
work role and the family role (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), a gender issue?
The popular press tends to support this view, with the main assumption
that women are inevitably more influenced by work-family issues than
men (Leslie & Manchester, 2011; Shockley et al., 2017). This gender-related
stereotype may put women at a disadvantage in the workplace if practi-
tioners perceive work-family conflict as costly to the organization. Although
academic scholars have tried to answer this question about work-family
conflict being a womens issue, they have neither corroborated it nor have
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they refuted it. Despite an extensive body of work that has included gender
as an input to work-family conflict, studies have tended to report incon-
sistent findings for the effects of gender (e.g. Byron, 2005; Eby et al., 2005;
Rajadhyaksha et al., 2015). A recent meta-analysis by Shockley et al. (2017)
highlights these inconsistencies, noting that the effects of gender on
work-family conflict, while significant, are generally negligible and of little
practical significance. Consequently, the paradoxical views of the popular
press and science have not been resolved.

To help practitioners avoid viewing work-family conflict as a women’s
issue, we believe that it is time to reconcile the inconsistent findings by
providing a fine-grained explanation of how gender is related to work-family
conflict. Work-family conflict comprises two directional aspects: work-to-
family conflict (i.,e. WFC or work interference with family) and
tamily-to-work conflict (i.e. FWC or family interference with work)
(Amstad et al.,, 2011; Gutek et al., 1991; Netemeyer et al., 1996). Both of
these forms of work-family conflict have consistently been associated with
a wide range of negative outcomes in the work and family domains (e.g.
Amstad et al., 2011; Cloninger et al., 2015). However, in this study, we
focus on WFC rather than FWC for two reasons. First, compared to the
work boundary, the family boundary is more permeable because work
issues intrude into the family domain more readily than family issues
into the work domain (Frone, 2003; Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2007).
Thus, WFC occurs more frequently than FWC (Frone, 2003). Second,
although meta-analytic studies have found that both domain-specific and
cross-domain antecedents account for WFC and FWC, the domain-specific
antecedents are the strongest (Byron, 2005; Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran,
2005; Michel et al., 2011). Specifically, demands and resources from the
work domain have a more potent influence on WEC, whereas those from
the family domain are more salient in predicting FWC. Because organi-
zations have more control over demands and resources in the work
domain, managers are better able to manage their employees’ WFC (Powell
& Greenhaus, 2010); thus the HR implications of our findings with respect
to WFC have practical significance for organizations.

Our study aims to examine the underlying mechanism that explains
the relationship between gender and WEC. Guided by identity theory, we
propose a dual pathway model whereby gender influences WFC via both
work and family centrality. From infancy, individuals are socialized to
adopt gender-specific thoughts, feelings, and behaviors (Tajfel & Turner,
1985). This socialization process contributes to the formation of employees’
work and family role identities, and these role identities motivate individ-
uals to behave in ways that support that identity (Stryker & Serpe, 1994).
To capture the salience of work and family identities, we assess work and
family centrality. Work centrality refers to the importance of the work role
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in one’s life; family centrality refers to the importance of the family role
in ones life (Bagger & Li, 2012; Bagger et al., 2014). Work and family
centrality have been conceptually (Erdogan et al., 2019; Rajadhyaksha et al,,
2015) and empirically associated with WFC (e.g. Byron, 2005; Erdogan
et al., 2019; Michel et al,, 2011). In this study, we anticipate that men and
women will follow counteracting pathways to WFC. Specifically, we contend
that men are more likely to follow a work centrality pathway that results
in increased WFC and women are more likely to follow a family centrality
pathway that also results in higher levels of WEC.

To further clarify the influence of gender on WFC, we also propose
that gender role attitudes moderate the mediation effects of work cen-
trality and family centrality on the relationship between gender and
WEC. Socially prescribed gender roles indicate traditional gender role
expectations for men and women (i.e. men as breadwinners and women
as homemakers) (Eagly, 1987). Gender role attitudes indicate how
strongly an individual identifies with traditional gender role expectations
(Korabik et al., 2008), reflecting individual differences in accepting
socially prescribed gender roles. In this study, we chose gender role
attitudes as the moderator because the construct serves to validate the
coherence between an individual’s gender and work (family) centrality.
Specifically, we contend that the indirect relationship between gender
and work-to-family conflict through work (family) centrality is stronger
for individuals with traditional gender role attitudes than those with
non-traditional gender role attitudes.

We conducted our study using a sample of married managers from
China. China provides a rich context for exploring work-family conflict
issues because studies have found that Chinese managers face the chal-
lenges of balancing their work and family roles (e.g. Xiao & Cooke,
2012; Zhao et al., 2019). The context of China is especially suitable for
testing gender-related hypotheses because the gender role attitudes of
Chinese people have been in a state of flux as a result of the country’s
economic transition (Zhao et al., 2019). This variation is due to the
struggle between gender equality policies promoted by the Chinese
government and traditional gender role expectations that stubbornly
persist in society (Lai et al.,, 2016; Liu & Tong, 2014).

Our study contributes to the literature in two aspects. First, we elab-
orate on the process linking gender to WFC by proposing dual pathways
to WFC for men and women via work centrality and family centrality,
respectively. Although studies have found direct relationships between
work/family centrality and work-family conflict (e.g. Byron, 2005; Michel
et al., 2011), few studies have examined the mediating role of centrality
in the relationship between gender and WFC (Powell & Greenhaus, 2010;
Shockley et al., 2017), and none have considered separate pathways for
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men and women. As far as we know, we are the first researchers to
theoretically and empirically consider the counteracting mediating effects
through work centrality and family centrality in the relationship between
gender and WFC. Second, by incorporating the moderating role of gender
role attitudes in the relationships between gender and two forms of role
centrality, we offer a more comprehensive explanation for how gender
differences contribute to WFC. In this study, we posit that gender dif-
terences in WFC are only salient for individuals with traditional gender
role attitudes. With societal development, the number of individuals with
non-traditional gender role attitudes is increasing (Leslie et al., 2016).
Thus, construing WFC as a gender issue could be incomplete and obsolete.

Gender issues in China

We conducted our study in China, a country that continues to experi-
ence significant economic and social transitions. During the past ten
years (2010-2019), China’s annual economic growth rate has ranged
from 6.1% to 12% compared to low annual economic growth in the
rest of the world. Within this context of fast economic growth, overtime
work is common in Chinese companies (Lai et al., 2014). Such heavy
work demands and the fast pace of work have attracted both researchers
and practitioners to focus on how employees can better manage their
work and family roles (e.g. Choi, 2008; Zhang et al., 2013).

Gender role expectations in China are changing, but gender role
traditions endure. Confucianism encourages husbands to be wage earners
and wives to be responsible for family concerns (Bowen et al., 2007).
With the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949, polit-
ical ideology and social policies promoted gender equality and the
participation of women in the labor force. Chinese law protected women’s
rights, and recent statistics show that women’s labor force participation
rate in China (60.45% in 2019) is one of the highest in the world (World
Bank Report, 2020). However, a closer look at the experiences of women
in China suggests that gender equality has not been realized. For exam-
ple, women’s labor force participation rate in urban areas dropped from
a high of 75.8% in 1995 to 49% in 2013 (Lai et al., 2016, p. 28). The
main reasons for this drop are that female graduates have more difficulty
tinding jobs, some women quit the labor market and stay at home to
care for the family, and women are more likely to study for a higher
education degree than men of the same age (Lai et al., 2016).

Studies have also found that organizations in China use gendered
policies and practices favorable to men (Cooke & Xiao, 2014; Xiao &
Cooke, 2012). Using panel data from Chinas household income survey,
Lai et al. (2016, p. 39) found that gender income ratios (women’s income/
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men’s income) were 85.9% in 1995, 84.5% in 2002, 73.9% in 2007, and
78.2% in 2013. Using data from the 2010 Chinese Women Social Status
Survey, the gender income ratio was 93.04% for entry-level managers,
111.52% for middle-level managers, and 85.9% for top-level managers
(Lai et al., 2016, p. 88). Because women face more barriers in managerial
jobs than men (Cooke, 2005), some female managers may be overqual-
ified at the middle-level but have no opportunities for promotion.
Chinese people have different attitudes about how work and family roles
do and should differ based on gender. Studies have found that women
are less likely than men to hold traditional gender role attitudes (Liu &
Tong, 2014; Zhao et al,, 2019). A married woman is more likely to have
non-traditional gender role attitudes if she has higher economic status
before marriage, makes a greater economic contribution to the family than
her husband, enjoys an occupational status that is at least comparable to
her husband, and has an equal or greater share of power in the family
compared to her husband (Liu & Tong, 2014). For married women, edu-
cational opportunities, occupations and political identity contribute more
to the formation of non-traditional gender role attitudes; for married men,
sharing the housework equally with their wives contributes more to the
formation of non-traditional gender attitudes (Liu & Tong, 2014).

Theoretical background and hypotheses development

Figure 1 presents our proposed model depicting the relationship between
gender and WEFC. In the following sections, we draw on identity theory
to develop hypotheses for the mediation effects of work and family
centrality on the relationship between gender and WFC and for the
conditional effects of gender role attitudes on the two pathways.

Work
centrality
Family
centrality

Gender role
attitudes

(1 = men; 0 = women)

Work-to-family
conflict

Figure 1. The hypothesized model.
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The mediating effects through work centrality and family centrality

According to role identity theory, individuals internalize social role expec-
tations as the standards used for self-regulation (Stets & Serpe, 2013).
These role expectations emanate from the early socialization of males
and females so when individuals are in a social situation, they interpret
social cues and follow rules that are appropriate to their particular gender
category (Stets & Serpe, 2013); this process facilitates the formation of
role identities. Individuals hold multiple role identities (Stets & Serpe,
2013; Thoits, 1991) such as work role identity and family role identity.
Individuals with work (family) role identity value their work (family)
role and follow the rules appropriate to that work (family) role. Thus,
work role identity and family role identity are important for individuals
when choosing their work and family roles, particularly when the two
roles are incompatible (i.e. the occurrence of work-family conflict).

Although women’s labor participation has increased considerably
and men’s participation in family activities is gradually increasing,
studies have found that traditional gender roles remain (Bianchi &
Milkie, 2010; Lai et al., 2016). Identity theory emphasizes the power
of the common expectations that others have about actions and
thoughts within a particular society in shaping an individual’s identities
(Stryker, 1980). Cinamon and Rich (2002) have found that men place
greater value on work than family, and women place greater value on
family than work. Thus, we expect that men tend to have higher levels
of work centrality than women, and women tend to have higher levels
of family centrality than men. Several studies have found evidence
supporting that men’s work centrality is higher than women’s (e.g.
Harpaz & Fu, 1997; Sharabi & Harpaz, 2011), and women’s family
centrality is higher than men’s (e.g. Bagger & Li, 2012; Sharabi &
Harpaz, 2011). We anticipate that such gender differences are most
likely to exist in this study because our data were collected in China,
where traditional gender roles persist (Bowen et al.,, 2007; Xiao &
Cooke, 2012).

We propose that individuals with high levels of work centrality are
more likely to experience WFC than those with low levels of work
centrality. Individuals with high levels of a specific role centrality are
more likely to respond to demands from that role (Bagger & Li, 2012;
Stryker & Serpe, 1994). Individuals aim to perform well in their central
role because the performance helps them self-verify their role centrality
(Stets & Serpe, 2013). Because an individual’s resources (e.g. time and
energy) are limited, activities in favor of the work role inevitably com-
pete with those in favor of the family role, resulting in WFC (Greenhaus
& Beutell, 1985). Consistent with our arguments, meta-analytic studies
have found that work centrality is positively related to WFC (Byron,
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2005; Michel et al., 2011). Taking the preceding into account, we posit
the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1a. Work centrality mediates the relationship between gender and
work-to-family conflict. Specifically, men will experience greater levels of WFC via
work centrality than women.

We expect that individuals with high levels of family centrality are
more likely to experience WFC than those with low levels of family
centrality. Individuals tend to be sensitive to issues that threaten the
role that is central to their self-definition (Pleck, 1977; Shockley et al,,
2017). Following the sensitization perspective (Shockley et al., 2017),
individuals tend to protect the roles central to their self-definition and
thus are more likely to perceive the intrusion of demands from periph-
eral roles because the demands impede the fulfillment of their central
roles. Applying the sensitization perspective, individuals with higher
levels of family centrality tend to report more WFC because they are
sensitive to the intrusion of demands from the work role (Shockley
et al., 2017). Even when individuals spend the same number of hours
in paid work, those with higher levels of family centrality are more
likely to report WFC because they are more sensitive to the possible
intrusion of work demands that impedes the fulfillment of their family
role (Korabik et al., 2008; Rajadhyaksha et al., 2015). Thus, we posit
the following hypothesis:

Hpypothesis 1b. Family centrality mediates the relationship between gender and
work-to-family conflict. Specifically, women will experience greater levels of WFC
via family centrality than men.

The moderating role of gender role attitudes

Identity theory argues that gender role expectations serve as a ‘master
status’ that often influences role identity salience and overrides other
personal characteristics (Stryker, 1987; Thoits, 1991). Traditional gender
roles prescribe that men emphasize the work role and women focus on
the family role (Eagly, 1987). The role differences are formed and insti-
tutionalized by conventional labor divisions (Eagly, 1987). Because of
changes in the division of labor and the promotion of gender equality
ideology, traditional gender roles have been challenged (Leslie et al,
2016). Consequently, individuals vary in their acceptance of traditional
gender roles (Korabik et al., 2008; Rajadhyaksha et al., 2015), and this
variation of personal gender role identity is critical in explaining dif-
ferences in work-family conflict (Cinamon & Rich, 2002; Leslie et al,,
2016; Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2007).
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As a personal gender role identity, gender role attitudes indicate the
extent to which an individual accepts traditional gender role expectations
(Korabik et al., 2008). Prior studies labeled this concept as gender role
ideology (e.g. Firestone et al., 1999; Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2007) or
gender role orientation (e.g. Livingston & Judge, 2008; Kailasapathy
et al.,, 2014; Zhao et al., 2019). Gender role attitudes fall on a unidi-
mensional continuum ranging from traditional to non-traditional (i.e.
those with egalitarian values regarding the division of labor) (Korabik
et al., 2008). Because there is an increasing amount of work that requires
mental strength rather than physical strength (Eby et al., 2005), women
have more opportunities to join the labor market, which increases the
number of women with non-traditional gender role attitudes. Gender
equality ideology also prompts men to take on more family responsi-
bilities (Korabik et al., 2008), which increases the number of men with
non-traditional gender role attitudes.

We propose that gender role attitudes moderate the relationship between
gender and work (family) centrality. Individuals have discretion in decid-
ing to what extent they accept socially prescribed expectations (Thoits,
2003). Compared with traditional individuals, non-traditional individuals
are less likely to accept prescribed social expectations (Korabik et al,
2008). Non-traditional women tend to view their work role as more
important than traditional women, and non-traditional men tend to view
their family role more important than traditional men (Korabik et al,
2008). It is possible that a non-traditional woman emphasizes the work
role more than a man, and a non-traditional man emphasizes the family
role more than a woman. In short, compared to individuals with tradi-
tional gender role attitudes, gender differences in work and family cen-
trality will be weaker for those with non-traditional gender role attitudes.

Based on these arguments, we posit the moderated mediation effects
in our model. Work centrality mediates the effect of gender on WEFC,
and the mediated effect depends on how strongly the individual adheres
to traditional gender roles. Work centrality indicates that work has greater
importance to one’s self-concept, suggesting that individuals with high
levels of work centrality tend to invest in and protect the work role
when the work role and the family role are incompatible (Bagger & Li,
2012; Bagger et al., 2014). Thus, we expect a positive relationship between
work centrality and WFC. Because of the variation of gender role atti-
tudes, men do not necessarily have higher levels of work centrality than
women. Traditional men tend to experience more WFC than traditional
women through work centrality. However, the gender difference may be
weak or null because non-traditional individuals may have similar levels
of work centrality. Thus, we posit the following hypothesis:
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Hpypothesis 2a. The indirect relationship between gender and work-to-family conflict
through work centrality is stronger for individuals with traditional gender role atti-
tudes than those with non-traditional gender role attitudes. Specifically, traditional
men will be more likely to experience work-to-family conflict via work centrality
than will traditional women.

Family centrality indicates that family has stronger importance to
one’s self-concept, suggesting that individuals with high levels of family
centrality tend to invest in and protect the family role when the work
role and the family role are incompatible. Family centrality mediates
the effect of gender on WFC, and the mediated effect depends on how
strongly the individual adheres to traditional gender roles. According
to the sensitization perspective (Shockley et al., 2017), people with high
levels of family centrality tend to view work as the source of the incom-
patibility between the work role and the family role. Thus, we expect
a positive relationship between family centrality and WFC. Due to the
variation of gender role attitudes, women do not necessarily have higher
levels of family centrality than men. Traditional women tend to expe-
rience more WEFC than traditional men through family centrality.
However, the gender difference may be weak or null because
non-traditional men and non-traditional women may have similar levels
of family centrality. Thus, we posit the following hypothesis:

Hpypothesis 2b. The indirect relationship between gender and work-to-family conflict
through family centrality is stronger for individuals with traditional gender role
attitudes than those with non-traditional gender role attitudes. Specifically, tradi-
tional women will be more likely to experience work-to-family conflict via family
centrality than will traditional men.

Methods

Sample and procedures

We collected data from married managers participating in Executive
Education (EE) courses organized by a university in Beijing, China. We
asked the managers to complete an anonymous electronic questionnaire
after class, and we explained that their participation was voluntary and
confidentiality was guaranteed.

Of the 524 managers in the EE courses, 392 completed and submitted
their questionnaire. After deleting questionnaires with missing data, 390
valid samples were generated, representing a 74.4% response rate. The
managers who participated included 287 (73.6%) men and 103 (26.4%)
women. The gender proportion is similar to the result of a 2010 national
survey in China (75.7% of male managers and 24.3% of female managers)
(Lai et al.,, 2016, p. 85). The average age was 37.10 (SD=5.58). They had
worked for 10.89years (SD=6.33) on average and 82.8% of the participants



2550 M.ZHANG ET AL.

had at least one child. Managerial levels differed, with 54 entry-level man-
agers (13.8%), 265 middle-level managers (67.9%) and 71 top-level managers
(18.2%). The managers’ average paid work time was 46.54h per week
(SD=12.51), and their average family time was 14.63h per week (SD=12.99).

Measures

Participants self-reported their gender from the dichotomous options:
man (coded 1) or woman (coded 0). The other variables in the proposed
model were measured with well-established scales. We followed the
process of back translation (Brislin et al., 1973) because the original
language of the scales was English. We used six-point (1 =totally disagree;
2 =disagree; 3 =slightly disagree; 4 =slightly agree; 5=agree; 6=totally
agree) anchors to assess the items in our study. We used even-number
scales to alleviate the mid-point tendency among the Chinese (Wong
et al., 2011). Using a Chinese sample, Wong et al. (2011) found that
the odd number response format did not show systematic differences
when compared with the even number response format.

Work-to-family conflict
This variable was measured with four items from Netemeyer et al. (1996)
scale. One sample item was ‘My job or career keeps me from spending
the amount of time I would like to spend with my family’ In this study,
Cronbach’s a was .89.

Work centrality

We measured this variable with four items adapted from Carr et al.
(2008). One sample item was ‘Work should be considered central to
life’ In this study, Cronbach’s a was .83.

Family centrality

We measured this variable with four items adapted from Carr et al.
(2008). One sample item was ‘In my view, an individual’s personal life
goals should be family oriented’. The Cronbach a in the study was .84.

Gender role attitudes

This variable was measured with five items selected from scales used
to measure an individual’s gender role attitude in earlier studies
(Firestone et al., 1999; Livingston & Judge, 2008). We selected the
items because they were most relevant to work-family issues. The items
were ‘It is much better for everyone involved if the man is the achiever
outside the home and the woman takes care of the home and family,
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‘Most men are better suited emotionally for politics than are women,
‘A married woman shouldn’t earn money in business or industry if
she has a husband capable of supporting her, ‘It is more important
for a wife to help her husband’s career than to have one herself’, and
‘Being a wife and mother is more important than having a challenging
job or career for a woman. High scores indicate a high level of tra-
ditional gender role attitudes (e.g. wives supporting their husbands’
careers), while low scores represent non-traditional gender attitudes.
In this study, Cronbach’s a was 0.78.

Control variables

We controlled age, hierarchical rank in the organization, and age of
children to rule out their potential influences on WFC when testing
gender differences (e.g. Choi & Chen, 2006). Age was measured as a
continuous variable (recorded in years). Hierarchical rank in organi-
zations was measured with three categories (1= entry level, 2= middle
level, 3= top level). The age of children was treated as a continuous
variable. As for the participants who did not have any children, we
counted zero for this variable. In our sample, 82.8% of respondents
had at least one child. For those with more than one child, the age
of children was indicated by the age of the youngest child.

We also controlled time commitment to work and family roles because
the influence of time commitment on WFC may conflate that of work
(family) centrality on WFC. Time commitment to work was measured
by average paid work hours per week and time commitment to family
was measured by average hours spent on family care per week (recorded
in hours). In our study, men invested more time in the work role than
women. Although women (Mean = 44.2h) worked fewer hours than
men (Mean = 47.4h) (t = -2.13, p < .05), women (Mean = 21.3h) spent
more hours on family than men (Mean = 12.2h) (t=5.56, p < .001).
When we analyzed a sub-sample of middle-level and top-level managers,
we found no gender differences in time commitment to work, even
though women spent more hours (Mean = 21.3h) on family than men
(Mean = 12.9h) (t=4.65, p < .001).

Analyses

The analysis consisted of a two-step process. First, we assessed the
potential threat of common method variance in our data, using a
series of confirmatory factor analyses (CFA). Second, to test our
hypotheses, we conducted MLR-based (maximum likelihood estimation
with robust standard errors) path analyses by using Mplus software
7.0 (Muthén & Muthén, 2012), because it can test complex models
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that contain both mediation and moderation and get more accurate
parameter estimation (Iacobucci et al., 2007). For the mediation
hypotheses (Hla and H1b), we applied Monte Carlo parametric boot-
strapping procedure (Preacher & Selig, 2012) to test the significance
of the indirect effects. In terms of moderated mediation hypotheses
(H2a and H2b), we adopted the analytic procedure recommended by
Hayes (2013), and also applied Monte Carlo parametric bootstrapping
procedure (Preacher & Selig, 2012) to test the significance of the
conditional indirect effects.

Because we used self-reported data (i.e. work centrality, family cen-
trality, gender role attitudes, and work-to-family conflict), common
method variance (CMV) was a potential threat to our conclusion.
Following the methods suggested by prior studies (e.g. Fuller et al,
2016; Podsakoff et al., 2003; Williams & McGonagle, 2016), we con-
ducted Harman’s single-factor test and the test of unmeasured latent
method construct (ULMC). The results from Harman’s single-factor
test showed that the single factor only accounted for 24.29% of the
total variance for all measures. In addition, the single-factor measure-
ment model had poor fit indices in our study (y*=1677.06; df=119;
RMSEA = .18; CFI = .35; TLI = .25; SRMR = .18). The four-factor
model, our theoretical model, had the best fit indices (y* = 245.89;
df=113; RMSEA = .06; CFI = .94; TLI = .93; SRMR = .04) and all
paths in the measurement model significantly loaded on their respective
factors (lowest t value = 7.28). Regarding the test of ULMC, we added
an artificial common method factor into the measurement model with
all items loading on it. After adding the common method factor to
the measurement model, most fit indices were improved (y* = 154.58;
df=96; RMSEA = .04; CFI = .98; TLI = .97; SRMR = .04). Although
the chi-square decrease (Ax* = 91.31, Adf=17) was statistically signif-
icant (p < .001), the explained variance extracted by the common
source factor was .10, falling below the .50 cutoff indicating the exis-
tence of a single latent factor representing the manifest indicators
(Hair et al., 1998). Furthermore, the explained variance extracted by
our theoretical constructs was .82, more than eightfold the variance
explained by the common method factor. Overall, these results suggest
that CMV was not a serious threat in our study.

Results

Descriptive information and bivariate correlations

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, reliabilities of Cronbach’s
alphas, and bivariate correlations. Gender (1=men, 0=women) was pos-
itively related to WEC (r = .15, p < .01) and to work centrality (r = .19,
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender
2. Age .06
3. Age of Children -01 .75%**
4. Hierarchical ranks 1% 29%%x 0 )%
5. Time commitment to 1% —14%% —14%* 04

work
6. Time commitment to  —.31*** 05 - 13** —14** _11*

family
7. Work centrality 9% .08 2% 08  .23%** _14**  (83)
8. Family centrality -12%  -10%  -11* -13** -06 3% -28** (.84)
9. Gender role attitudes — .23** .04 -.03 .02 .03 -11* .09 .18%**  (.78)
10. Work-to-family conflict .15**  -.04 .02 02 25%%x _31*xx Dg¥*x 03 19%**  (89)
Mean 74 3710 6.24 2.04 4654 1463 346 3.94 3.51 3.79
SD A4 558 5.90 57 1251 1299 .89 .80 .84 1.01

Notes: N=390. Gender: 1=men, 0=women. Hierarchical ranks: 1= entry level, 2= middle level, 3= top level.
The numbers in parentheses on the diagonal of the table are Cronbach’s alpha estimates. "p < .05; “p < .01;
"p < .001.

p < .001), showing that men reported higher levels of WFC and work
centrality than women did. Work centrality was positively associated with
WEC (r = .28, p < .001). Gender was negatively associated with family
centrality (r = —.12, p < .05), but family centrality was not associated
with WEC (r =.03, p > .05). Gender was positively related to gender role
attitudes (r = .23, p < .01), suggesting that men have higher levels of
traditional gender role attitudes than women.

Hypotheses testing

Table 2 shows the path analysis results. Gender was positively related
to work centrality (b = .30, p < .05) and work centrality was positively
associated with WEC (b = .28, p < .001). Moreover, the bootstrapping
results showed that the indirect effect of gender on WFC via work
centrality was also significant (indirect effect = .08. 95% CI = [.02, .16]).
Specifically, men experienced greater levels of WFC via work centrality.
Thus, Hypothesis 1a was supported.

Gender was negatively related to family centrality (b = -.22, p < .05)
and family centrality was positively associated with WFC (b =19, p <
.01). In addition, the bootstrapping results showed that the indirect effect
of gender on WFC via family centrality was significant as well (indirect
effect = —.04. 95% CI = [-.11, —.01]). As expected, women reported greater
levels of WFC via family centrality. Thus, Hypothesis 1b was supported.

As Table 3 showed, for individuals with traditional gender role atti-
tudes, the indirect effect of gender on WFC through work centrality
was positive and significant (indirect effect = .17, 95% CI = [.05, .30]),
whereas the indirect effect was non-significant among individuals with
non-traditional gender role attitudes (indirect effect = —.00, 95% CI =
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Table 2. Path analysis results.

Predictors Work centrality ~ Family centrality =~ Work-to-family conflict
Control variables
Age -.01 -.00 -.02
Age of children .02 -.01 .01
Hierarchical ranks .07 -.14 -.01
Time commitment to work 39%* -14 37%*
Time commitment to family -.07 .08* —27%*%*
Independent variable
Gender .30* -.22% .07
Moderator
Gender role attitudes J16%* 3%
Interaction term
Gender x gender role attitudes 37** -.05
Mediators
Work centrality 28%%%
Family centrality 19%*
R? 14 .07 22

Notes: N=390. Gender 1=men, 0=women. All coefficients were unstandardized. We used the
logarithmic scores of time commitment to work and family because the transformed scores
were normally distributed. "p < .05. "p < .01. "p < .001.

Table 3. Conditional indirect effects of gender and work-to-family conflict.

Mediator Moderator Indirect effect 95% Cl
Work centrality High gender role attitudes (Mean+1 SD) 17 [.05, .30]
Low gender role attitudes (Mean - 1 SD) -.00 [-.08, .08]
Index of moderated mediation .10 [.01, .19]
Family centrality High gender role attitudes (Mean+1 SD) -.05 [-.12, .02]
Low gender role attitudes (Mean — 1 SD) -.03 [-.09, .04]
Index of moderated mediation -.01 [-.05, .03]
Note: N=390.

[-.08, .08]). The index of moderated mediation for this path was sig-
nificant as well (effect size = .10, 95% CI = [.01, .19]), providing support
for Hypothesis 2a.

As shown in Table 3, the indirect effect of gender on WFC via family
centrality was negative and non-significant (indirect effect = —.05, 95%
CI = [-.12, .02]) among individuals with traditional gender role attitudes,
and it was also non-significant for those with non-traditional gender
role attitudes (indirect effect = —.03, 95% CI = [-.09, .04]). Moreover,
the index of moderated mediation was non-significant (effect size =
-.01, 95% CI = [-.05, .03]). Thus, Hypothesis 2b was not supported.

To show the moderating role of gender role attitudes in Hypothesis 2a,
we plotted a bar chart that illustrates work centrality across gender and
gender role attitudes (see Figure 2). We used the bar chart because gender
is a dichotomous variable. Traditional men/women include one standard
deviation above the mean of men/womens gender role attitudes, and
non-traditional men/women include one standard deviation below the
mean. We compared the mean values of work centrality across the four
groups. T-tests results showed that: (1) traditional men (3.78) had a higher
level of work centrality than traditional women (3.11) (p < .05), and (2)
the difference of work centrality between non-traditional men (3.16) and
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Work centrality

Traditional Non-traditional
®Men = Women

Figure 2. Work centrality across gender and traditional vs. non-traditional gender role
attitudes. Note: Error bars represent standard errors of the means.

non-traditional women (3.39) was not statistically significant (p > .05). The
results supported the notion that the differences in work centrality between
men and women tend to be stronger for individuals with traditional gender
role attitudes than those with non-traditional gender role attitudes.

Additional data analyses

We did not empirically test the causality from role centrality to
work-family conflict. To amend this limitation, we followed Hayes’s
(2013, p. 182-183) suggestion and ran alternative mediation models that
proposed WFC as a mediator of the relationship between gender and
work (family) centrality. The model fit index for our original model
(i.e. WEC as dependent variable) was: y* = 4.35; df=2; RMSEA = .06;
CFI = 99; TLI = .82; SRMR = .02. The alternative model (i.e. WFC as
mediator) showed a poorer model fit index that was: y* = 24.89; df=4;
RMSEA = .12; CFI = .88; TLI = .22; SRMR = .04. Moreover, the
chi-square tests showed that the original model had a significantly better
fit than the alternative one (Ay* = 20.54, Adf=2, p < .001), suggesting
that the alternative model did not fit the data well.

Discussion

Theoretical implications

Guided by identity theory, we propose a moderated mediation model
that explains how socially prescribed gender is linked to WFC. When
discussing gender differences, previous studies often build on social role
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theory (Eby et al., 2005; Leslie et al.,, 2016). According to social role
theory, men are expected to prioritize the work role over the family
role and thus experience more WFC than women. However, meta-analytic
studies have found a weak or null relationship between gender and
WEC (e.g. Byron, 2005; Shockley et al., 2017). The model presented in
this study provides a fine-grained explanation of the inconsistent findings
from prior studies, suggesting that identity theory has the potential to
advance our understanding of WFC and gender. The findings in our
study offer the following two contributions to the literature.

First, we elaborate on the process of linking gender to WFC. The
results indicate that both work centrality and family centrality mediate
the relationship between gender and WFC. Interestingly, the mediation
effect via work centrality and the mediation effect via family centrality
are counteracting because the signs of the two mediation effects are the
opposite. That is, men follow a work centrality path to WFC and women
follow a family centrality path to WFC. The counteracting effects in
our study are consistent with two mechanisms (rational mechanism and
gender role mechanism) used by other researchers to explain the linkage
between gender and work-family conflict (Korabik et al., 2008;
Rajadhyaksha et al., 2015). According to the rational mechanism, men
tend to spend more time and energy on work than women because
fulfilling a work role has a greater utility than fulfilling a family role
for men. In contrast, women tend to spend more time and energy on
family than men because fulfilling a family role has a greater utility
than fulfilling a work role for women (Gutek et al., 1991; Rothbard &
Edwards, 2003). Alternatively, according to the gender role mechanism,
women tend to perceive more WFC because women are more likely to
view work demands as an imposition; men tend to perceive more
family-to-work conflict because men are more likely to view family
demands as an imposition (Gutek et al., 1991; Pleck, 1977). The rational
and gender role mechanisms are counteracting because the rational
mechanism posits that men have higher levels of WFC than women,
whereas the gender role mechanism proposes women have higher levels
of WFC than men.

Our study extends the two mechanisms by differentiating the medi-
ating roles of work centrality and family centrality. Our finding shows
that the two counteracting mediation effects function simultaneously.
The mediation effect of work centrality prevails because the indirect
effect linking gender to WEC through work centrality is stronger than
that through family centrality. This finding suggests that the rational
mechanism may play a more important role than the gender role mech-
anism when predicting WFC. Prior meta-analyses have found that there
is a statistically significant but small relationship between gender and
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WEC (Byron, 2005; Shockley et al., 2017). Our findings shed light on
explaining the meta-analytic results. Because there are counteracting
effects linking gender to WFC, a weak relationship between gender and
WEC can be understood and expected.

Second, responding to the call for more work-family studies focusing
on gender role attitudes (Leslie et al., 2016; Korabik et al., 2008), we
found that gender role attitudes moderate the relationship between
gender and WFC mediated by work centrality. The finding helps us
understand why the direct relationship between gender and work-family
conflict is mixed in the existing literature. Our findings suggest that
the sample composition is important for detecting gender differences.
Gender differences are more likely to be found in samples that largely
comprise individuals with traditional gender role attitudes and less likely
to be found in those that largely include individuals with non-traditional
gender role attitudes. Thus, we strongly recommend that future
work-family studies include both gender and gender role attitudes when
gender differences are the focus of the research.

In contrast with our expectations, gender role attitudes did not mod-
erate the relationship between gender and family centrality, and thus
did not moderate the mediating effect of family centrality. We found
that there was no difference in family centrality for non-traditional
women vs. traditional women, and for non-traditional men vs. traditional
men. These findings suggest that social expectations for people’s family
role are strongly prescribed. With the influence of Confucianism, Chinese
people may be uniformly obligated to their family role (Aycan, 2008),
regardless of their gender role attitudes. Future work-family research
needs to test whether gender role attitudes moderate the relationship
between gender and family centrality in other cultures.

Practical implications

This study has several practical implications. Some managers make
personnel decisions based on traditional gender stereotypes (Korabik
et al., 2008). In selection, performance evaluation and promotion, these
managers may favor men because they assume that women have more
work-family issues that may hinder their work performance. However,
this bias associated with traditional gender stereotypes is becoming
obsolete. As our findings show, gender differences in WFC do not exist
when men and women have non-traditional gender role attitudes.
Work-family conflict is detrimental to individuals’ well-being and their
performance in organizations. A recent study has found that for people
with a non-traditional gender role attitude, no matter the gender, when
they experience WFC, they tend to blame their work role and perceive
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less work achievement (Zhao et al., 2019). Leslie et al. (2016) argued
that in developed nations, the number of people with non-traditional
gender role attitudes is increasing. In developing countries such as China,
a similar pattern is also emerging. For example, using data from the
2010 Chinese Women Social Status Survey, Liu and Tong (2014) found
that the younger generation tends to have non-traditional gender role
attitudes.

HR professionals need to note the trend towards non-traditional
gender role attitudes and use interventions such as training to help
managers understand that work-family conflict should be viewed as a
social issue, not a women’s issue (Leslie & Manchester, 2011; Shockley
et al.,, 2017). Organizations that have developed such a realization will
be more likely to establish family-friendly cultures which make all
employees feel comfortable discussing work-family concerns and making
use of family-friendly policies.

Regarding work time and family time between men and women, the
results are consistent with Chois (2006) finding that Chinese women
perceived more family demands than Chinese men whereas there were
no gender differences for perceived work demands. To sum up, women
contribute more time overall to work and family combined than men
do. We also found that women have higher levels of non-traditional
gender role attitudes than men do. Companies can share these research
findings with their managers, and then help them reduce gender ste-
reotyping in work-family issues. Besides, to build a gender equitable
society, men should transform their traditional gender role attitudes and
commit more time to their family.

Limitations and future research

Our study has limitations. First, we collected cross-sectional data that
cannot be used to test causal relationships. We based the causality from
role centrality to WFC on theoretical perspectives (i.e. the self-verification
perspective and the sensitization perspective). We also tested other
possible causality in the section on additional data analyses. Overall,
the results provide some support for our theorized relationship from
work and family centrality to WFC. Nevertheless, we recommend that
future researchers use longitudinal data to test the causal relationships
proposed in this study.

Second, we are cautious in generalizing our findings. We collected
data in China, a society that is experiencing economic and social changes
that are altering employees’ gender role attitudes. There is enough vari-
ation in gender role attitudes among Chinese people because of two
competing characteristics (i.e. equality vs. inequality) of gender issues
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in China. It is plausible that in a society with gender equality, the rela-
tionship between work and family centrality and gender is weak or null.
When exploring the issue of gender differences, future meta-analytic
studies should take gender equality into account. We expect that gender
differences are null for samples from countries with high gender equality
such as Finland, Norway, and Sweden; gender differences are more likely
to be found in samples from nations such as China, Japan, Korea,
and India.

Conclusion

Previous studies have failed to find a consistent relationship between
gender and work-to-family conflict. This puzzling inconsistency inspired
us to explore the underlying reasons by testing a moderated mediation
model. Our findings suggest that future work-family researchers consider
using gender role attitudes as the moderator and role centrality (i.e.
work centrality and family centrality) as the mediator when examining
gender differences in predicting work-family conflict. In doing so,
researchers can build upon our theoretical contribution and contribute
to a comprehensive understanding of this complex phenomenon.
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