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How do changes in family role
status impact employees?
An empirical investigation

Matthew B. Perrigino
Iona College, New Rochelle, New York, USA

Ellen Ernst Kossek
Purdue University, West Lafayette, Indiana, USA

Rebecca J. Thompson
Independent Researcher, USA, and

Todd Bodner
Portland State University, Portland, Oregon, USA

Abstract
Purpose – Despite the proliferation of work–family research, a thorough understanding of family role
status changes (e.g. the gaining of elder or child caregiving responsibilities) remain under-theorized and
under-examined. The purpose of this paper is to conceptualize various forms of family role status changes
and examine the ways in which these changes influence various employee outcomes.
Design/methodology/approach – Data were collected as part of the work–family health study. Using a
longitudinal, three-wave study with two-time lags of 6months (n = 151 family role status changes; n = 392
individuals with family role stability), this study uses one-way analysis of variance to compare mean
differences across groups and multilevel modeling to examine the predictive effects of family role status
changes.
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Journal of Humanities and Applied Social Sciences. Published by Emerald Publishing Limited. This
article is published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence. Anyone may
reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for both commercial and
non-commercial purposes), subject to full attribution to the original publication and authors. The full
terms of this licence maybe seen at http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
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Findings – Overall, experiences of employees undergoing a family role status change did not differ
significantly from employees whose family role status remained stable over the same 12-month period.
Separation/divorce predicted higher levels of family-to-work conflict.
Originality/value – The work raises important considerations for organizational science and human
resource policy research to better understand the substantive effects of family role status changes on
employee well-being.

Keywords Childcare, Marital status, Caregiving, Eldercare, Family role status,
Family role status change, Work–family conflict, Perceived stress, Psychological distress

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The emergence of work–family research – an area of study addressing the ways in which
individuals experiences at work impact their experiences at home (and vice versa) – originally
focused on samples of married employees with child caregiving responsibilities (Casper et al.,
2007). More recently, the field has considered a wider variety of family-related roles, including
those with elder caregiving responsibilities (Rofcanin et al., 2019), “sandwiched generation”
employees providing care for both children and elders (Turgeman-Lupo et al., 2020) and single
persons without children (Dumas and Perry-Smith, 2018). However, these investigations
primarily consider family role status as a discrete cross-sectional variable, leaving family role
status changes undertheorized in research and overlooked in practice.

The goal of our research is to offer deeper insights into this change element by
considering whether the experiences of employees undergoing a family role status change
differ compared to employees whose family role status remains stable for a given period. On
the basis of work–family conflict theory (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985), we argue that those
undergoing a change in their personal lives (e.g. getting married or divorced) will experience
higher levels of psychological distress, perceived stress and family-to-work conflict (FWC)
(three of the most commonly examined employee well-being outcomes in the work–family
literature) compared to those who are not currently undergoing such experiences. We
examine this from two aspects:

(1) by comparing mean-differences across groups; and
(2) by using time-lagged data to determine whether the change is a predictor of the

three aforementioned outcomes.

Our work makes multiple contributions. We offer insights into how scholars can think more
longitudinally about family-related roles and their impact in the workplace, particularly in
terms of how these changes matter for employee well-being. Moreover, our work bridges
theory with practice by highlighting how organizational human resource (HR) policies often
neglect these under-considered family role changes, despite the fact that strain associated
with these different forms of family role status change impact absenteeism and productivity.
We also provide a more holistic view of family role status changes that expands the breadth
of current conceptualization beyond the traditional focus of marriage and parenthood
(Dumas and Stanko, 2017): in addition to considering elder caregiving responsibilities, we
also consider role losses in the cases of divorcees and those who relinquish child or elder
caregiving responsibilities.

Theory and hypotheses
Individuals occupy multiple roles in both the work and nonwork domains (Kahn, Wolfe,
Quinn, Snoek and Rosenthal, 1964). As explained through role accumulation theory
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(Sieber, 1974), individuals gain and lose these roles over the course of their lifetime. For
example, one gains the role of a spouse through marriage yet loses this role through divorce.
Elder caregiving roles are gained when an elder moves into the home and are lost either
when the elder moves out (into an assisted care facility or to live on his or her own) or when
the elder passes away. Child caregiving roles are gained at childbirth and are lost once the
child grows up andmoves out.

Work–family conflict theory considers the ways in which work and family may be
incompatible with one another (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). For example, employees
experience work–family conflict when a work event conflicts with a family event, as in the
case of when a business meeting and a child’s sporting event are scheduled at the same time.
Employees also experience work–family conflict when strain from one domain impacts their
experience in the other domain, as in the cases of how a fight with a spouse canmake it more
difficult for an individual to attend to his or her duties at work (family-to-work direction) or
how a poor performance evaluation at work can make it more difficult for an individual to
enjoy family time (work-to-family direction). Accordingly, we argue that family role status
changes are likely to be associated with higher levels of perceived stress, psychological
distress and FWC because of the additional demands and responsibilities they entail.

First, perceived stress is defined as individual perceptions associated with environmental
demands, including major life events (Griffin and Clarke, 2011). Family role status changes
constitute one type of these major life events, particularly in regard to the various forms of
planning and preparation involved. For example, decisions about whether to take an elder
into the home (i.e. gaining the role of elder caregiver) can take a toll as an individual or
couple determines whether they have the necessary resources to properly provide informal
care (Kossek, Colquitt and Noe, 2001). Parents preparing to help their child move to
university may also experience stress associated with planning the move and fear over
experiencing “empty nest syndrome” (Mitchell and Wister, 2015). Marriage can cause stress
associated with wedding planning, while pregnancy and childbirth can cause stress in
regard to preparing for the birth of the child. Divorces and separations can cause stress
associated with awkwardness as ex-partners figure out how to interact among shared social
circles (McDermott et al., 2013), while female divorcees experience a unique form of
perceived stress in regard to deciding whether to revert to their original names (Hoffnung
andWilliams, 2016; Killewald, 2016).

Second, whereas perceived stress is relatively common and assesses individuals’
perceptions, psychological distress is more severe in nature and focuses on individuals’
mental health and depressive symptoms (Kossek et al., 2019 for a lengthier discussion of this
distinction). Divorces and separations are associated with mortality, less happiness and
increased psychological distress and may be particularly traumatic in situations where
partner abuse exists (Rook and Zettel, 2005; Toews and Bermea, 2017). Divorces and
situations where a partner passes involve experiences of grief and mourning (Celik and
Caglayan, 2019; DePaulo and Morris, 2005; Kitson et al., 1980; Reed et al., 2016). Moreover,
grief and mourning can occur when an elder passes away and caregiving is no longer
required (Kossek, et al., 2001). After childbirth, mothers might experience post-partum
depression (O’Hara and Swain, 1996). Stigmatization associated with childbirth can cause
psychological distress when co-workers are unsupportive of the new parent (Paustian-
Underdahl et al., 2019), while shame can cause psychological distress when the pregnancy is
unplanned and the parents are unmarried (Morris andMunt, 2019).

Third, FWC is the degree to which family-related demands are incompatible with work-
related demands (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985). We focus on FWC, as same-domain effects –
including stressors and demands associated with family roles – are stronger andmore direct
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than cross-domain effects (Amstad et al., 2011; Michel, Mitchelson et al., 2010). As explained
above, the undergoing of a family role status change can present new demands and strains
that conflict with employees’ work-related responsibilities and demands. In the case of
marriage, for example, conflict can ensue as individuals seek to maximize their time
experiencing the array of newly available intrinsic rewards in the form of joy, excitement
and the gaining of companionship (Ashida et al., 2019). Various family role status changes
involve different types of appointments that require time commitments – including those
associated with doctor check-ups for soon-to-be-parents, divorce proceedings, wedding
planning and settling the estate of an elder (Van den Eynde et al., 2019). Taken together, we
anticipate that employees undergoing a family role status change – in comparison to
employees whose family role status remains stable during the same period – will experience
higher levels of perceived stress, psychological distress and FWC:

H1. Employees undergoing a family role status change will experience higher levels of
perceived stress, psychological distress and FWC, compared to employees whose
family role status remains stable.

Beyond an examination of mean differences, we also consider whether family role status
changes explain any variance in the outcomes identified above. Byron’s (2005) seminal meta-
analysis found that various family-related demographic variables (e.g. number of children
and marital status) had limited effects on experiences of FWC. We extend this inquiry
through our discussion above it may be that employees whose family role status remains the
same over an extended period of time become more adept and experienced at handling
instances of FWC and the perceived stress and psychological distress that comes from
maintaining such a status. To be clear, this stability does not necessarily preclude such
experiences. However, we reason that the change process may be more disruptive, where
individuals navigating change must figure out how to adjust and adapt. As a result, we
hypothesize:

H2. The experience of a family role status change will be associated with higher levels
of perceived stress, psychological distress and FWC.

Methods
Sample
The sample we use to test our hypotheses is part of the publicly archived data set for the
work–family health study (WFHS), “a transdisciplinary research effort designed to enhance
understanding of the impact of workplace practices and policies on work, family life and
health outcomes” (Work Family Health Study, 2019). The sample is well-suited for
examining family role status changes, as it followed employees over an extended period of
time and collected data on a rolling basis. The three-time periods for the data collection were
roughly July 2011 (Time 1; i.e. baseline), December 2011 (Time 2; i.e. 6months) and June 2012
(Time 3; i.e. 12months).

The WFHS is based on a group-randomized field experiment that occurred at two
different organizations:

� the technology division of a Fortune 500 company; and
� an extended-care company operating nursing homes in the Northeastern USA

(Work–Family Health Study, 2019; Bray et al., 2013).
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The data we used in our study came from the extended-care company. Because our interest
in family role status changes was not related to the quasi-experimental research design, we
limited our investigation to the 15 extended-care home sites that were in the control group
(i.e. “usual practice”) condition. This provided our investigation independence from the
intervention and its effects, as our goal was to understand our results in the context of usual
practice. Data collection occurred at each worksite during normal work hours. Participants
were compensated in the form of a small monetary award to promote participation to remain
in the study over time.

Our sample at Time 1 consisted of 799 respondents. On average, these employees were
38.97 years old (SD = 12.37), worked 37.27 h per week (SD = 7.77) and were predominantly
female (90.7%). At Time 2, complete data were received for 676 of the original 799
respondents (Average age = 39.17 years, SD = 12.78; average hours worked = 37.55,
SD = 7.81; 91.1% female). At Time 3, we received complete data for 543 participants across
all three measurement periods. This sample was 90.8% female, worked on average 37.76 h
per week (SD = 7.88) and was on average 39.71 (SD = 12.28) years old. To detect any
potential differences due to attrition, we used a one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) to
compare our final sample versus the participants who dropped out at Time 2 and Time 3.
Compared to the participants who dropped out after Time 1, the final sample worked
slightly more hours per week (F = 6.477, p < 0.01) and were slightly older (F = 5.674, p <
0.05). Compared to the participants who dropped out after Time 2, the final sample was
slightly older (F = 5.374, p < 0.05). We did not have any reason to believe that these
differences impacted our results presented below.

Measures
Family role status change
Measures of marital status, number of children living at home and elder caregiving
responsibilities were collected at all three time periods. Marital status was coded as 1 =
married, 2 = living with a romantic partner and 3 = single. Elder caregiving responsibilities
(“provides care for a relative”) were coded as 1 = yes and 2 = no. Participants were also
asked to report the number of children who lived at home for at least 4 days of the week. Our
metric to determine a status change was to determine whether these reported values
changed over time (similar to the approach used by Dumas and Stanko, 2017). For example,
if someone with no children living at home at Time 1 reported one child living at home at
Time 2 and/or Time 3, this was considered a family role status change. Shifts from single to
either married or living with a romantic partner (or vice versa) also represented instances of
family role status changes. In total, our final sample of 543 participants consisted of 151
individuals whose family role status changed and 392 participants whose family role status
did not change over the 12-month period.

The 12-month outcomes: Psychological distress, perceived stress and family-to-work conflict
Perceived stress (12months) was assessed with four items from Cohen et al. (1983). One
sample item asked about the degree to which individuals felt “unable to control the
important things in life.” The five-point Likert scale ranged from 1 = very often to 5 = never
and then was reverse-coded, with higher scores representing higher levels of perceived
stress (a = 0.74). Psychological distress (12months) assessed the degree to which individuals
felt “hopeless,” “nervous,” “worthless,” “restless or fidgety,” “so sad that nothing could cheer
you up” and “everything was an effort” (Kessler et al., 2003). These items were scored on a
five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = all of the time to 5 = none of the time. Items were
reverse-scored so that higher levels reflected greater psychological distress (a = 0.87)
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Despite similarities, Kossek et al. (2019) provide evidence for the conceptual and
empirical distinction between the two constructs and measures within the context of the
WFHS.While previous research suggests that these scales may be used as checklists (i.e. the
sum of all items is taken as the individual score), we followed precedent in previous
management research by taking the mean of all items so that all individual scores ranged
from 1–5 (Evans, 2000).

FWC (12months) was assessed using the five-item measure developed by Netemeyer,
Boles and McMurrian (1996). A sample item is, “family-related strain interferes with your
ability to perform job-related duties.” These items were scored on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 = strongly agree and 5 = strongly disagree. Items were then reverse-coded,
where higher scores indicated higher levels of FWC (a = 0.84). This scale has been the most
commonly used measure for FWC in longitudinal work–family studies and has been one of
the most commonly used measures of work–family conflict (Nohe et al., 2015).

Control variables
The inclusion of control variables warrants justification (Bernerth and Aguinis, 2016). We
controlled for worksite unit size as a continuous, level-2 (unit-level) variable based on the
number of individuals within each worksite. We included this, as unit size influences
individuals’ experiences and perceptions within the workplace (Colquitt et al., 2002). As a
level-1 (individual-level) variable, we controlled for a number of hours worked per week
(reported as a continuous variable measured in hours), as the number of hours worked per
week can produce additional strain and impact different health-related outcomes (Sparks
et al., 1997; Ng and Feldman, 2008). We also included Time 1 measures of our outcomes:
psychological distress (baseline), perceived stress (baseline) and FWC (baseline). These
measures were based on the same scales noted above, with Cronbach alphas of 0.85, 0.76 and
0.81, respectively. Inclusion of the outcome variable measured at a previous time point
allows for more rigor in inferring causality among relationships (D’Innocenzo et al., 2016).

Results
Table 1 provides the means, standard deviations and Cronbach alphas for all of the
variables of the study. H1 sought to compare mean differences between employees
undergoing a family role status change (n = 151) and those whose status did not change
(n = 392). Table 2 reports the means and standard deviations across the two groupings. An

Table 1.
Correlations, means,
standard deviations
and reliabilities

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Level 2
Unit size 36.20 12.85 ��
Level 1
Hours worked per week 37.76 7.86 ��
Psych. distress (baseline) 1.97 0.75 �0.03 (0.85)
Perceived stress (baseline) 2.36 0.76 �0.05 0.65** (0.76)
FWC (baseline) 2.04 0.56 �0.08 0.19** 0.22** (0.81)
Psych. distress (12months) 1.87 0.72 0.01 0.64** 0.45** 0.16** (0.87)
Perceived stress (12months) 2.25 0.72 �0.07 0.48** 0.54** 0.21** 0.70** (0.74)
FWC (12months) 2.06 0.54 �0.09* 0.20** 0.17** 0.40** 0.25** 0.26** (0.84)

Notes: n = 543, nested within 15 worksites; **p< 0.01; *p< 0.05
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omnibus ANOVA test did not reveal any statistically significant group mean differences.
Thus,H1was not supported.

H2 sought to address whether family role status changes predicted perceived stress,
psychological distress and FWC. We used multilevel modeling procedures, as our data
consisted of individual responses nested within different worksites (Raudenbush and Bryk,
2002) and created a dichotomous variable (0 = no change; 1 = family role status change) to
enter into the model as a predictor. Table 3 shows that this variable approached significance
as a predictor of FWC (B = 0.08, p< 0.10), with the positive coefficient indicating that family
role status changes are likely to predict higher levels of FWC compared to the predictive
effects of (stable) family role status.

Post hoc analyzes
We sought to further probe the results above, particularly in regard to our recognition that
different types of family role status changes are qualitatively different. For example, family
role status changes involving marriage and childbirth are often fulfilling and happy (Perry-
Jenkins et al., 2000) while the gaining of an elder caregiving role is “associated with a
complex pattern of benefits and costs” due to the varying degrees with which elders can

Table 2.
Means and standard

deviations
comparing family

role status changes
vs individuals whose

status remained
stable

Psych. distress Perceived stress FWC
Status change grouping Baseline 12 mo. Baseline 12 mo. Baseline 12 mo.

Family role status change
(n = 151)

Mean 2.05 1.93 2.34 2.27 2.01 2.11
SD 0.86 0.86 0.80 0.79 0.52 0.53

Stable/no family role status change
(n = 392)

Mean 1.94 1.85 2.37 2.24 2.06 2.04
SD 0.71 0.67 0.75 0.70 0.58 0.55

Note: One-way ANOVA tests did not reveal any statistically significant group mean differences across the
six variables

Table 3.
Effects of family role

status change on
hypothesized

outcomes

Psych. distress Perceived stress FWC
Effects B SE p B SE p B SE p

Fixed effects
Intercept 0.56 0.17 *** 1.40 0.20 *** 1.45 0.16 ***
Control variables
Unit size �0.00 0.00 �0.01 0.00 t �0.00 0.00
Hours worked 0.00 0.00 �0.00 0.00 �0.00 0.00
Outcome at baseline 0.61 0.03 *** 0.50 0.03 *** 0.38 0.04 ***
Predictor
Family role status change 0.01 0.05 0.05 0.06 0.08 0.05 t

Random effects
Residual 0.31 0.02 *** 0.36 0.02 *** 0.25 0.02 ***
Group 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00
ICC(1) 0.02 0.03 0.00

Notes: n = 151; All variables with the exception of Unit Size are level-1 (individual level of analysis); tp <
0.10; ***p< 0.001
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take care of themselves and to what extent they provide help with household chores
(Ingersoll-Dayton et al., 2001, p. 263).

Accordingly, we split the 151 general “status changers” category into 13 distinct groups.
First, we categorized individuals who experienced one change over the 12-month period into
“separation/divorce,” “married/cohabitating,” “child gain,” “child loss,” “elder gain” and
“elder loss.” Second, we categorized individuals who experienced multiple changes,
including: “marital status and child caregiving,” “elder and child caregiving,” “marital
status and elder caregiving” and a triple category of “marital status, child and elder
caregiving.” One multiple changes, for example, is an instance where an employee begins
cohabitating with or marries a partner with a child or elder dependent. Third, we included
two dynamic categorizations: “elders in-and-out” and “on-again, off-again relationship.” In
both cases, individuals’ responses at Time 2 were different from Time 1 and Time 3 for elder
caregiving responsibilities and for married/cohabitating, respectively (hence, our use of all
three time periods for assessing family role status change instead of assessing this at Time 1
and Time 3 only). Over the span of a year, for example, elders might move into and back out
of the home (or vice versa) depending on their health or the financial situation, among other
factors. Similarly, over the course of a year, a couple might move in together, experience a
separation, but later make amends (or, perhaps, a new romantic relationship follows the
previous one). To ensure the reliability and accuracy of self-report participant responses –
particularly these dynamic categorizations – additional questions were asked at Time 2 and
Time 3 including “The previously recorded number of children living at home is correct”
and “(not) married/partnered status has changed since the prior interview.”

To re-examine H1, a second omnibus ANOVA test revealed statistically group mean
differences for the perceived stress (baseline) variable (F = 1.913, p < 0.05). However, post-
hoc Bonferroni and Scheffe tests did not detect statistically significant differences between
any two single groupings (Table 4). This is likely due in part to the fact that the sample size
for certain groupings is extremely small, yet also highlights the difficulty of considering
multiple types of family role status changes at such a nuanced level.

To re-examine H2, we again used multilevel modeling and created dummy coded
variables to represent each of these categories in the analysis. Table 5 sheds light on the
finding above: separation/divorce predicted higher levels of FWC (B = 0.27, p< 0.05). While
we also observe that the on-again, off-again relationship family role status change predicted
higher levels of psychological distress and perceived stress, we are hesitant to draw this as a
solid conclusion as only three individuals fit into this categorization.

Discussion
Our work extends current research highlighting the importance of family role status
changes, explaining how changes in family role status – either gains or losses – impact
employee well-being. While there were many similarities across different categories, we
found that separation/divorce was associated with increased levels of FWC.

Theoretical implications
Our work advances theory by enhancing understanding of how family-related changes
influence employee outcomes related to their health and well-being. In response to calls for
integrating more time-based perspectives into the work–family literature (Matthews et al.,
2014), we conceptualized family role status changes as instances where individuals gain or
lose roles over time. While previous research primarily focuses on the gains, we extend this
conceptualization to account for various role losses.
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Our work harnesses the momentum of newer management perspectives focusing on single
and childless employees (Dumas and Perry-Smith, 2018; Wilson and Baumann, 2015) and
pregnant women (Jones et al., 2016; Little et al., 2015) in the workplace. We extend these
views not only through recognition of the multiplicity of possible family role statuses but
add to the theory around the fact that family role status does not represent a static
characteristic. Conceptually and empirically, we explained how family role statuses can
change in any number of ways – sequentially or simultaneously – and intersect with each
other. Going forward, this intersectionality might be considered not only in terms of multiple
family role status changes but also in the context of the diversity literature by comparing
gender- or race-related differences.

Our conceptualization and discussion of family role status change also extend to
additional literature beyond those on which we drew for our theorizing. Family role status
change fits into the literature on norms and stigmatization associated with pregnancy and
parenthood, as individuals experiencing these changes must manage not only the change
process in terms of how they attempt to balance work and family but also impressions with
co-workers and supervisors (Little, et al., 2015; Spitzmueller, et al., 2016; Vandello et al.,
2013). Importantly, our work – and particularly the limited empirical differences across
different groupings – demonstrates that there is much gray area to consider. For example,
while separation/divorce is generally considered a negative experience, it might be an
essential, positive tool for escaping an abusive or otherwise unhealthy relationship or
marriage (Rook and Zettel, 2005). Thus, there are multiple angles from which to view even a

Table 4.
Means and standard

deviations across
family role status

change groups

Psych. distress Perceived stress FWC
Family role status change type Baseline 12 mo. Baseline 12 mo. Baseline 12 mo.

Separation/divorce
(n = 21)

Mean 1.96 1.80 2.33 2.21 1.97 2.28
SD 0.82 0.92 0.78 0.82 0.56 0.45

Married/cohabitating
(n = 12)

Mean 2.36 2.00 2.73 2.31 1.92 2.22
SD 1.23 0.72 1.01 0.66 0.74 0.57

Child gain
(n = 9)

Mean 1.52 1.52 2.03 2.00 1.78 2.00
SD 0.56 0.26 0.63 0.50 0.51 0.41

Child loss
(n = 6)

Mean 2.03 2.00 2.96 2.63 2.07 2.07
SD 0.61 0.35 0.56 0.26 0.16 0.16

Elder gain
(n = 16)

Mean 1.83 1.88 2.19 2.11 1.83 2.01
SD 0.90 0.99 0.97 0.93 0.41 0.87

Elder loss
(n = 27)

Mean 1.97 1.90 2.05 2.19 2.10 2.10
SD 0.86 0.89 0.64 0.88 0.50 0.48

Marital status and child caregiving
(n = 10)

Mean 2.07 1.87 2.48 2.13 2.16 2.10
SD 0.73 0.90 0.51 0.80 0.54 0.58

Elder and child caregiving
(n = 8)

Mean 2.10 2.19 1.88 1.97 1.85 2.25
SD 0.77 1.14 0.67 0.92 0.38 0.46

Marital status, elder caregiving and
child caregiving (n = 4)

Mean 2.21 2.08 3.00 2.13 1.95 2.00
SD 0.64 0.74 0.54 0.83 0.64 0.00

Marital status and elder caregiving
(n = 22)

Mean 2.33 2.08 2.56 2.51 2.01 1.92
SD 0.86 0.89 0.81 0.74 0.49 0.54

Elder in-and-out (n = 12) Mean 2.19 1.89 2.42 2.42 2.32 2.28
SD 0.94 0.88 0.86 0.61 0.54 0.40

On-again, off-again relationship (n = 3) Mean 1.83 2.44 1.92 3.17 2.13 2.07
SD 0.60 1.17 0.38 1.38 0.23 0.61

Stable/no family role status change
(n = 392)

Mean 1.94 1.85 2.37 2.24 2.06 2.04
SD 0.71 0.67 0.75 0.70 0.58 0.55
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single-family role status change and engage paradoxical thinking, identifying downsides of
“positive” family role status changes and upsides of “negative” changes (Dumas and Perry-
Smith, 2018).

Practical implications
Beyond their prevalence, family role status changes are relevant to employers’ HR practices
because these role status changes:

� impact employee eligibility for many health care and other related benefits; and
� are often linked to a number of HR policies provided for by the using organization

(e.g. parental leave policies).

Many employers – particularly those in the USA – provide health-care benefits for spouses/
partners and children through adult years (Connley, 2017). In addition to tracking the birth
of a child and divorce to determine eligibility for employee benefits, employers often support
wellness and dependent care spending accounts to provide pre-tax dollars for elder and child
care expenses (Jack et al., 2006). Beyond its relevance in terms of employee benefits, divorce
is costly for employers in terms of absenteeism and reduced productivity (Kocakulah et al.,
2016; Kourlis, 2012). Around the world, elder caregiving is recognized as a “significant”
issue for the twenty-first century (Zacher and Winter, 2011). The more caring and sensitive

Table 5.
Effects of distinct
family role status
changes on
hypothesized
outcomes

Psych. distress Perceived stress FWC
Effects B SE p B SE p B SE p

Fixed effects
Intercept 0.53 0.17 *** 1.37 0.20 *** 1.44 0.16 ***
Control variables
Unit size 0.00 0.00 �0.01 0.00 t �0.00 0.00
Hours worked 0.00 0.00 �0.00 0.00 �0.00 0.00
Outcome at baseline 0.62 0.03 *** 0.51 0.03 *** 0.39 0.04 ***
Predictors
Separation/divorce �0.04 0.13 �0.01 0.14 0.27 0.11 *
Married/cohabitating �0.11 0.17 �0.08 0.18 0.23 0.15
Child gain �0.08 0.19 �0.07 0.20 0.04 0.16
Child loss 0.09 0.23 0.11 0.25 0.09 0.21
Elder gain 0.10 0.14 �0.06 0.15 0.06 0.13
Elder loss 0.04 0.11 0.12 0.12 0.04 0.10
Marital status and child caregiving �0.05 0.18 �0.10 0.19 0.02 0.16
Elder and child caregiving 0.26 0.20 �0.09 0.22 0.28 0.18
Marital status, elder and child caregiving 0.02 0.12 �0.48 0.30 0.00 0.25
Marital status and elder caregiving �0.01 0.12 0.15 0.13 �0.11 0.11
Elders in-and-out �0.11 0.16 0.18 0.18 0.14 0.15
On-again, off-again relationship 0.66 0.32 * 1.15 0.35 ** �0.00 0.29

Random effects
Residual 0.31 0.02 *** 0.36 0.02 *** 0.25 0.02 ***
Group 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00

ICC(1) 0.02 0.04 0.00

Notes: n = 151; All variables with the exception of unit size are level-1 (individual level of analysis); tp <
0.10; *p< 0.05; **p< 0.01; ***p< 0.001

JHASS
4,5

402



an organization can be in response to family role status changes, the more likely it is that it
can recruit and retain top talent (Plaisier et al., 2015).

Organizations can consider training their managers to engage in family-supportive
supervisor behaviors as a proactive means of offsetting or preventing any disruptions
the family role status changes create for the employee or work unit as a whole (Hammer
et al., 2009). Rather than counseling individual managers and employees only after a
family role status change occurs, such training will prepare managers to be ready to
support unanticipated changes in terms of their ability to provide emotional and
instrumental support. Managers who provide this support to their employees are likely
to have a closer relationship with their subordinates. In turn, subordinates who
experience this support are likely to have improved job performance (Matthews et al.,
2013; Odle-Dusseau et al., 2012). Pregnant employees whose managers are family
support are likely to confide in their managers at an earlier point in time (Little, et al.,
2015).

Our work offers implications for formal support in terms of the HR policies and
programs provided by organizations designed to promote work–family balance. This might
include simple fixes such as clarifying and communicating that flexible work arrangements
can be used for additional family-related needs beyond childcare. Embedded within all of
these suggestions is the necessity for organizations to de-stigmatize and remove any
backlash-related effects associated with any type of family role status change (Perrigino
et al., 2018).

Limitations and future research
Our study design has both strengths and weaknesses. On the one hand, the inclusion of
151 family role status changers to coincide with 392 individuals whose family status
did not change is a strong design element. Given the time that the family role status
change process can take to occur, we believe this sample size is well positioned in terms
of representing a sample population that is difficult to access. Additionally, this data
was collected as part of a field study, a design, which is useful to contextualize how
family role status changes impact employees in a growing, stressful industry: health
care. On the other hand, a significant limitation is that – in attempting to consider
specific types of family role status change – our analyzes yielded few statistically
significant results.

In total, 6- and 12-month time lags are reasonable to assess family role status change, as
they provide enough time for a status change to develop (e.g. the period from pregnancy to
childbirth generally lasts 9months). However, we did not specify the lags with our research
questions in mind and the intervals were based on the convenience and practical limitations
associated with the collection of field-based data (Zapf et al., 1996). Although panel designs
are promising for assessing the time-based effects, future studies should consider
theoretically plausible alternates for these intervals. It is highly likely that there are different
appropriate time lags depending on the specific type of family role status change. At the
same time, this makes a comparative analysis of different family roles’ status changes more
difficult. One interesting conundrum is whether individuals who do not experience family
role status changes should be included as a comparative group: on the one hand, family role
status changes are unlikely to occur on a frequent (e.g. daily) basis. On the other hand, as the
time lags of any study increase, so too will the percentages of individuals experiencing a
family role status change within a given sample.

Building on this point, sample composition deserves focused attention in future studies.
Despite the virtues of a field study with multiple waves of data, our data is based on a
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predominantly female sample from a single organization. To collect data on family role
status change, multiple sample criteria must be met to provide for the greatest
generalizability without sacrificing statistical power. Future studies might follow recent
approaches to recruit samples to study a specific type of family role status change with
specific types of questions to investigate (e.g. pregnant women and their anticipation of
childbirth or even the anticipation of becoming pregnant; Gloor et al., 2018; Jones et al., 2016).
In terms of invasiveness, many types of family role status changes – particularly shed roles
– may bring up sensitive issues for which researchers must not only receive IRB approval
but also handle with care when collecting data. This is a particularly salient point for
research in cultures where knowledge and discussion of one’s family situation in the
workplace are considered too personal. In this regard, we encourage future research to
include employee samples from non-US settings where family norms, dynamics and role
expectations may differ.

Finally, we were unable to distinguish between some of the more nuanced family role
status changes within our post-hoc analyzes. The 151 individuals who experienced family
role status changes likely had 151 unique experiences and – while we were able to group
some patterns together – we likely missed out on details that qualitative methods could
uncover. It will be important for future research to distinguish whether patterns emerge
based on whether elders in the home are healthy or sick. It was unclear in our data whether
elders moved into the home so that they could provide assistance (e.g. with a newborn)
because they required assistance or both (Ingersoll-Dayton et al., 2001). Given the various
null findings, we do not believe that the ways in which we categorized groupings influenced
our results.

Future research can address additional nuances on which our study missed out. For
example, research points to differences between marriage and cohabitation, another
category which we grouped together (Blekesaune, 2018). Our “child gain” category did not
distinguish between whether the birth was a first child or subsequent child, while our “child
loss” category – albeit small – did not identify the reason the child was no longer in the
home. Although we considered changes in the number of children that a person had, there is
a conceptual distinction between the roles of “parent” and “caregiver,” as some parents are
more or less involved in the actual caregiving responsibilities than others. The age of
children is another important consideration: teenage children capable of assisting with care
for younger children may be able to alleviate the caregiving burden of some parents.
Moreover, there were some categorizations we did not consider, including “revolving doors”
where adult children move back into the home (Dennerstein et al., 2002).

Conclusion
Our work underscores the complexity of family role status changes. Just as previous
research noted that child caregiving needs are “diverse, multi-faceted and changing”
(Kossek, 1990, p. 769), so too are employees’ changing family role statuses evolving on many
different fronts. Organizations will need to keep up with these changes to ensure adequate
staffing levels and the retention of top talent. Our work takes the first steps toward:

� broadening work–family research to link such family role status changes to role
enactment and involvement changes; and

� identifying and theorizing additional family role status changes that have important
consequences for workplace phenomena.
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