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Abstract
Work and family are sources of both satisfaction and conflicting demands. A challenge is to 
identify individuals at risk for conflict and factors that potentially reduce conflict. This study 
investigated how gender and socioeconomic status (SES) were associated with work–family 
interference (WFI) and family–work interference (FWI) and how control at work and at home 
related to WFI and FWI. Data from 1991–1993 and 1997–1999 of the Whitehall II study of British 
civil servants, including 3484 (827 women and 2657 men) employees in three SES-levels, were 
analysed. Women reported a higher risk for WFI and FWI. High SES employees reported higher 
WFI. Less control at home increased risks for WFI and FWI as did low control at work but only 
for WFI. This suggests that high SES women are especially at risk for conflict and that aspects 
from the spheres of both work and home should be considered in further research and practice.
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Introduction

Work and family are two social domains of major importance for many working women 
and men (Butler et al., 2005; Michel et al., 2011). These domains may place high demands 
on the individual and conflicting demands involve a risk for negative health effects 
(Amstad et al., 2011), but the multiple roles of work and family may also be a source of 
well-being and satisfaction (Barnett and Hyde, 2001; McNall et al., 2010). Gender has 
been a major focus in the research on work and family (Geurts and Demerouti, 2003) but 
there is still no consensus about if and how the imbalance between work and family dif-
fers between women and men. Income and education have frequently been included as 
control variables in studies about work and family (Leineweber et al., 2012; Voydanoff, 
2004), but few studies investigate how employees with different socioeconomic status 
(SES) could combine work and family (DiRenzo et al., 2011; Schieman et al., 2009).

As work and family can be sources of both satisfaction and of conflicting demands, a 
major challenge lies in identifying factors that can reduce the potential conflicts between 
these two life domains. Studies have shown that control at work facilitates the balance 
between work and family for employees (DiRenzo et al., 2011; Grzywacz and Butler, 
2005; Thomas and Ganster, 1995; Voydanoff, 2004). Similarly, but less studied, control 
at home has been shown to reduce the conflict between the domains of family and work 
(Lapierre and Allen, 2012). The relation between control at work and control at home 
and various outcomes can differ depending on gender and SES (Griffin et al., 2003; 
Grönlund, 2007). However very few studies have investigated whether control at work 
and at home relate to the possibility to combine work and family in different ways 
depending on gender (Butler et al., 2005; Voydanoff, 1988) and socioeconomic position 
(DiRenzo et al., 2011).

The aim of this study was to investigate how gender and SES were associated with 
work–family interference (WFI) and family–work interference (FWI) and to investigate 
how control at work and control at home are related to WFI and FWI for women and men 
with different SES. Data from phase 3 (1991–1993) and phase 5 (1997–1999) of the 
Whitehall II study of British civil servants were analysed. This included 3484 (827 
women and 2657 men) employees in three different employment grades (senior admin-
istrative, executive/professional and clerical/support).

Work–family interference and family–work interference: 
Are there differences depending on gender and SES?

The work–family research has been dominated by the role strain perspective of the 
work–family interface postulating that responsibilities from separate domains compete 
for a limited amount of time, physical energy and psychological resources (Greenhaus 
and Beutell, 1985; Grzywacz and Marks, 2000). Work–family interference has been rec-
ognized as consisting of at least two distinct, though related, concepts: work interference 
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with family (WIF) and family interference with work (FIW) (Amstad et al., 2011; Byron, 
2005; Frone et al., 1992). The two concepts have, to some extent, been shown to have 
different antecedents, where work domain variables, such as job stress and schedule flex-
ibility, relate more strongly to WFI than to FWI, and non-work domain variables, such as 
number of children, marital status and hours spent on housework, relate to both WFI and 
FWI (Byron, 2005). Most empirical research has focused on the ‘work–family’ dimen-
sion (Hammer and Demsky, 2014), and as the measures used in this study explicitly ask 
about ‘family’, the term ‘family’ is used here although non-working life can include 
more aspects than just the family. The term ‘interference’ refers to the extent that respon-
sibilities and expectations from one domain interfere with another domain and thereby 
compete for individuals’ limited amount of time and energy (Schieman et al., 2009). 
Interference is used interchangeably with ‘conflict’.

Gender has been a major focus in the research about work and family (Geurts and 
Demerouti, 2003). It has been suggested that there are differences between women and 
men when it comes to the amount of involvement (Frone et al., 1992), responsibility 
(Pleck, 1977), psychological importance (Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985) and identity 
(Wiley, 1991) associated with the two domains. Specifically, family has been suggested 
as the more important sphere for women and work the more important sphere for men 
(Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985; Pleck, 1977; Wiley, 1991). The consequences of these 
suggested differences between women and men when it comes to WFI and FWI remain 
unclear, but empirical studies have shown that work involvement relates to higher WFI 
(Michel et al., 2011) and that family involvement relates to higher FWI (Frone et al., 
1992). The empirical findings of gender differences in WFI and FWI are inconsistent. A 
meta-analysis of the antecedents of WFI and FWI found that men reported somewhat 
higher levels of WFI and women somewhat higher levels of FWI, although the differ-
ences between women and men were small (Byron, 2005). However, a Norwegian study 
of 3313 employees in eight occupational groups showed that women reported more con-
flict between work and family (in both directions), but also more facilitation (Innstrand 
et al., 2009b). Studies have also showed higher levels of work–family conflict among 
women in a representative sample of employees in Sweden (Leineweber et al., 2012) and 
in a sample of 10,950 employees from 15 European countries (Grönlund and Öun, 2010). 
Also in a national representative sample of employed adults in the US, women reported 
more work–family conflict (Voydanoff, 2004). This was also the case in a sample of 
12,017 civil servants in Brazil (Härter Griep et al., 2016).

Considering that the theoretical arguments of how gender relates to WFI and FWI are 
vague and with empirical findings being inconsistent, we hypothesize that women and 
men do differ in levels of WFI and FWI, but are unable to predict in which direction.

Hypothesis 1a: There is a gender difference in work–family interference (WFI).

Hypothesis 1b: There is a gender difference in family–work interference (FWI).

Employees with higher SES often have more favourable working conditions with 
more resources such as authority, flexibility, control over the work situation, less non-
routine work and better pay than employees with lower SES. These resources have been 
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suggested to facilitate the possibility to combine work and family for employees with 
higher SES (Schieman et al., 2006). However, employees in higher socioeconomic posi-
tions also have more responsibility, more complex work tasks, higher demands, longer 
working hours and a higher level of job involvement than employees with lower SES 
(Schieman et al., 2006). Schieman et al. (2006) denoted the demanding situation that 
characterizes the work for employees with higher SES as the ‘stress of higher status’ and 
found that higher status employees reported higher levels of conflict between work and 
family than employees with lower SES. The advantages in resources for higher status 
employees thus failed to counterbalance the demands when it came to the possibility to 
combine work and family. That employees with higher SES are more exposed to WFI 
has also been reported in other studies (DiRenzo et al., 2011; Öun, 2012) and was sup-
ported by meta-analytic findings showing that a higher income was related to more WFI 
(Byron, 2005). Also higher education has been positively associated with more work–
family conflict (Härter Griep et al., 2016; Leineweber et al., 2012; Voydanoff, 2004).

When it comes to the degree that family interferes with work (FWI), differences 
depending on SES are unclear. It can be argued that employees with higher SES have 
chosen work as their main domain and would be less engaged and committed to the fam-
ily domain (cf. Frone et al., 1992; Greenhaus and Beutell, 1985; Wiley, 1991). However, 
it might not be possible to disregard demands from the family and in combination with a 
higher burden at work, the total workload from both work and family might result in a 
perception of higher FWI for employees with a higher socioeconomic position (DiRenzo 
et al., 2011). Then again, employees with a higher SES often have a higher income and 
the means to buy services that may reduce their FWI, but some demands from the family 
might not be possible to deal with by non-family members. This may explain why a 
higher income was not related to FWI in the meta-analysis by Byron (2005). As the 
research is limited and the theoretical arguments are unclear, we base our hypotheses on 
a previous study showing that employees with a high socioeconomic position reported 
higher FWI (DiRenzo et al., 2011). Thus, we form the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: Employees with higher SES experience higher WFI.

Hypothesis 2b: Employees with higher SES experience higher FWI.

The way SES relates to WFI and FWI may differ between women and men. Based on 
the traditional gender-role model, men would fulfil their family identity by being bread-
winners while women’s family identity includes fulfilling domestic and family obliga-
tions (Wiley, 1991). To hold a high position at work implies the need to devote a lot of 
time and energy to the job. This might be more difficult for women in high positions to 
fulfil if they have more family responsibilities than men with the same position. Thus, 
based on the traditional gender-role model, women with high SES would experience 
more interference between the domains of work and family than men with the same 
social status. Similarly, men with low SES would have more difficulties to fulfil their 
breadwinner role and thereby experience more WFI and FWI than women at the same 
level. However, Schieman et al. (2006) found support for an egalitarian role balance 
model, i.e. that women and men with the same SES showed equal levels of WFI in a 
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representative sample from Canada. On the contrary, in Sweden, women managers have 
been found to report significantly more conflict between demands from paid and non-
paid work compared to men managers and women and men non-managers (Frankenhaeuser 
et al., 1989; Nyberg et al., 2015). Grönlund and Öun (2010) analysed data from 10,950 
employees in 15 European countries and found that women, that were as committed to 
their careers as men, experienced more work–family conflict (but also more satisfaction) 
than did men. In the United Kingdom, white-collar women stood out as a group with 
high levels of work–family conflict (without a corresponding level of work–family sat-
isfaction) compared with white-collar men and blue-collar women and men (Öun, 2012). 
Despite some contradictions in previous research, most studies have found that there are 
differences between women and men within similar positions. Based on this research we 
form the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 3a: The increased risk of WFI by higher SES is stronger for women than 
for men.

Hypothesis 3b: The increased risk of FWI by higher SES is stronger for women than 
for men.

Control at work

It has been suggested that more control and flexibility at work increase the permeability 
between work and family. This eases the transition between the two domains, but also 
adds to the interference (Clark, 2000; Schieman et al., 2006). Most previous studies have 
shown that schedule flexibility (Byron, 2005; Kelly et al., 2011; Thomas and Ganster, 
1995), work control (Grönlund, 2007; Hughes and Parks, 2007; Thomas and Ganster, 
1995) and autonomy (DiRenzo et al., 2011; Grzywacz and Butler, 2005; Innstrand et al., 
2009a) were associated with less negative interference between work and family. 
However, some studies have found that autonomy (Schieman et al., 2006), control at 
work (Lapierre and Allen, 2012) and flexible work arrangements (Higgins et al., 2014) 
did not reduce negative interference between work and family. Also, schedule control 
has been found to be associated with more overtime among both women and men (Lott 
and Chung, 2016). Despite some contradictory findings, we base our hypotheses on that 
most studies suggest that control at work reduces the conflict between work and family. 
The relation between control at work and FWI is less studied, but it has been found that 
the relation between autonomy at work and FWI was weak (Grzywacz and Marks, 2000; 
Michel et al., 2011) and thus we hypothesize as follows:

Hypothesis 4a: Lower control at work is associated with higher WFI.

Hypothesis 4b: Lower control at work is associated with higher FWI, but this relation 
is weaker than the relation between control at work and WFI.

There are indications that control at work does not reduce WFI in the same way for all 
groups of employees. In a US study of 1027 employees, high levels of control at work 
were shown to increase the negative effect of demands on work–family conflict, but only 
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for women (Voydanoff, 1988). A diary study of 46 non-professional dual-earner couples 
also found that control increased the negative effects of job demands on work–family 
conflict and, in that study, this was the case both for women and men (Butler et al., 2005). 
However, another study found that a high level of control at work buffers the effect of 
work demands, especially for women (Grönlund, 2007). In a sample of 10,608 partici-
pants from 21 countries, higher levels of control over work schedules were found to be 
linked to less work–family conflict especially for women (Lyness et al., 2012). Similarly, 
it has been suggested that flexible work arrangements are particularly beneficial for 
women experiencing work–family conflict (Weeden, 2005). Yet another study found that 
autonomy at work reduced WFI more for employees with higher social status than for 
employees with lower social status (DiRenzo et al., 2011). These studies suggest that the 
association between control at work and the interference between work and family is 
complex and that it is worth investigating not only control per se, but how control at 
work interacts with gender and SES. However, as previous research provides little guid-
ance and theoretical arguments that support the formulation of hypotheses regarding the 
way control at work would interact with SES and gender we formulated the following 
explorative research questions:

Explorative research question 1a: Does control at work moderate how gender and 
SES relate to WFI?

Explorative research question 1b: Does control at work moderate how gender and 
SES relate to FWI?

Control at home

Control at home may also affect employees’ possibilities to balance work and family, but 
studies that investigate control at home in relation to work and family interference are 
scarce. One of the few exceptions is a study by Lapierre and Allen (2012) that included 
a limited number of participants (205 employees recruited by email to Canadian munici-
pal government managers). This study found that less control at home was associated 
with more WFI and more FWI (Lapierre and Allen, 2012). Based on this study, we form 
the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 5a: Lower control at home is associated with higher WFI.

Hypothesis 5b: Lower control at home is associated with higher FWI.

When control at home and at work were related to anxiety and depression, using 
Whitehall II data, low control in both domains was negatively related to the outcomes, but 
the severity of the consequences of low control differed between women and men and for 
employees with different SES (Griffin et al., 2003). Women with low and middle SES who 
reported low control in either of the domains had the highest risk for depression and anxi-
ety, but for men it was the group with middle or high SES who were at highest risk for both 
depression and anxiety if they reported low control at home. Thus, it seems as if control at 
home may have different effects for women and men with different SES, but as we are not 
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aware of any study that has investigated the interaction between control at home, gender 
and SES in relation to interference between work and family, we do not hypothesize the 
direction of these effects, but form the following explorative research questions:

Explorative research question 2a: Does control at home moderate how gender and 
SES relate to WFI?

Explorative research question 2b: Does control at home moderate how gender and 
SES relate to FWI?

Method

Participants

All non-industrial civil servants aged 35–55 years who were working in the London 
offices of 20 departments between 1985 and 1988 were invited to participate in the 
Whitehall II study. With a response rate of 73% the final cohort consisted of 10,308 par-
ticipants (3413 women and 6895 men) (Marmot and Brunner, 2005). Although the 
respondents were mostly white-collar (office) workers, they covered a wide range of 
grades. Twelve non-industrial civil service grades of employment were grouped into 
three employment grades: senior administrative, professional/executive and clerical/sup-
port (Marmot et al., 1991). Phase 1 (1985–1988) involved a clinical examination and a 
self-administered questionnaire. In 1989/1990 all of the original study participants were 
sent a postal questionnaire (phase 2) and all participants were invited to take part in a 
further screening examination and questionnaires in 1991–1993 (phase 3). Data were 
then collected at every other phase with postal questionnaires only (phase 4: 1995–1996; 
phase 6: 2001; phase 8: 2006) or with both questionnaires and screening (phase 5: 1997–
1999; phase 7: 2003–2004; phase 9: 2008–2009; phase 11: 2012–2013) (see Marmot and 
Brunner, 2005). Out of the original cohort, 86% completed the questionnaire at phase 3 
(8815 in total; 2758 women and 6057 men). At phase 5 the response rate was 76% (7870 
in total; 2397 women and 5473 men). Of the original cohort, about 74% answered both 
questionnaires at phase 3 and phase 5 (7666 in total; 2327 woman and 5339 men). Of 
those who had answered the questionnaires at phases 3 and 5, 5002 (1342 women and 
3660 men) were still working at phase 5. The present study is based on the 3484 (827 
women and 2657 men) working participants who had complete data for the independent 
variables and background variable at phase 3 (1991–1993) and who had completed the 
questions of the dependent variables of WFI and FWI at phase 5 (1997–1999), on aver-
age five years later. Table 1 shows the characteristics of the participants whose answers 
were analysed in this study as well as those who were not included in the analyses due to 
internal attrition (incomplete questionnaires) or external attrition (not participating in 
phase 3 or phase 5) as well as those who chose the alternative ‘not applicable’ for the 
WFI and FWI questions at phase 5. Compared with those not included in this study due 
to attrition, those in the effective sample were more often men, younger, had higher SES, 
were working full-time, married/cohabiting, had somewhat more children, less caring 
responsibility for an aged or disabled relative, reported more control at work and lower 
control at home. However, there were no differences in WFI (χ2 = 0.955; p = .620) or 



8 Economic and Industrial Democracy 

Table 1. Comparing the effective sample with those not included in the present study due to 
attrition as well as those who had chosen the ‘not applicable’ alternative for the WFI or FWI 
questions at phase 5.

Characteristics of participants Effective 
samplea

Not included 
in this study

Not
applicable

Total 
respondents

Age groups, N (%)
 39–44 1415 (40.6%) 747 (14.4%) 46 (33.6%)  
 45–49 1232 (35.4%) 1092 (21.0%) 52 (38.0%)  
 50–54 611 (17.5%) 1166 (22.5%) 22 (16.1%)  
 55–63 226 (6.5%) 2187 (42.1%) 17 (12.4%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 5192 (100%) 137 (100%) 8813
Gender, N (%)
 Women 827 (23.7%) 2527 (37.8%) 59 (42.8%)  
 Men 2657 (76.3%) 4159 (62.2%) 79 (57.2%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 5826 (100%) 138 (100%) 10,308
Socioeconomic status, N (%)
 High 1569 (45%) 1574 (33.5%) 29 (21.5%)  
 Intermediate 1567 (45%) 2103 (44.8%) 73 (54.1%)  
 Low 348 (10%) 1016 (21.6%) 33 (24.4%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 4693 (100%) 135 (100%) 8312
Working time, N (%)
 Full-time work 3020 (86.7%) 629 (70.1%) 113 (91.9%)  
 Part-time work 464 (13.3%) 268 (29.9%) 10 (8.1%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 897 (100%) 123 (100%) 4504
Marital status, N (%)
 Married/cohabiting 2870 (82.4%) 3454 (76.1%) 35 (26.1%)  
 Single/divorced/widowed 614 (17.6%) 1082 (23.9%) 99 (73.9%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 4536 (100%) 134 (100%) 8154
Parental status/children, N (%)
 No children 1027 (29.5%) 1491 (31.9%) 101 (75.4%)  
 One child 424 (12.2%) 563 (12.0%) 13 (9.7%)  
 Two children 1344 (38.6%) 1580 (33.8%) 16 (11.9%)  
 Three or more children 689 (19.8%) 1043 (22.3%) 4 (3.0%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 4677 (100%) 134 (100%) 8295
Care of relative(s), N (%)
 Yes 321 (9.2%) 575 (12.3%) 11 (8.1%)  
 No 3163 (90.8%) 4117 (87.7%) 124 (91.9%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 4692 (100%) 135 (100%) 8311
Control at work, N (%)
 High 1538 (44.1%) 1406 (36.3%) 37 (28.9%)  
 Medium 1130 (32.4%) 1235 (31.9%) 42 (32.8%)  
 Low 816 (23.4%) 1229 (31.8%) 49 (38.3%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 3870 (100%) 128 (100%) 7482
Control at home, N (%)
 High 1159 (33.3%) 1828 (39.0%) 83 (61.5%)  
 Medium 1588 (45.6%) 2129 (45.4%) 37 (27.4%)  
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FWI (χ2 = 1.92; p = .166) at phase 5. There were rather few (138 persons) who had 
answered ‘not applicable’ on the questions about WFI and FWI. This group more often 
included women, in the low or intermediate grade, somewhat older, working part-time, 
single/divorced/widowed, had no children, lower control at work but with more control 
at home compared with the effective sample.

Ethical approval for the Whitehall II study was obtained from the University College 
London Medical School committee on the ethics of human research. All study partici-
pants gave informed consent to participate.

Measures

Gender and socioeconomic status. Gender was measured by asking the participants to 
report their biological sex (0 = men; 1 = women). The term gender was used to indicate 
that differences between women and men can arise from various sources such as culture, 
experiences and biology. SES was measured at phase 3 (1991–1993) by asking the par-
ticipants about their civil service grade title. This title was used to group the participants 
into three different employment grades: senior administrative, professional/executive 
and clerical/support (Marmot and Brunner, 2005). This measure of employment grade is 
a comprehensive marker of socioeconomic circumstances as it is related to salary, level 
of responsibility at work and educational level (Stringhini et al., 2012). Different levels 
of SES were formed as follows: high SES = senior administrative, intermediate SES = 
professional/executive, low SES = clerical/support.

Work–family interference (WFI) and family–work interference (FWI). Work–family interfer-
ence and family–work interference were measured at phase 5 (1997–1999), each with 
four items, which were adapted from the National Study of Midlife Development in the 
US (MIDUS) (Chandola et al., 2004). Both WFI and FWI had the following response 

Characteristics of participants Effective 
samplea

Not included 
in this study

Not
applicable

Total 
respondents

 Low 737 (21.2%) 729 (15.6%) 15 (11.1%)  
Total 3484 (100%) 4686 (100%) 135 (100%) 8305
WFI (phase 5), N (%)
 High 1007 (28.9%) 161 (27.2%) –  
 Low 2477 (71.1%) 431 (72.8%) –  
Total 3484 (100%) 592 (100%) – 4076
FWI (phase 5), N (%) –  
 High 341 (9.8%) 82 (11.5%) –  
 Low 3143 (90.2%) 631 (88.5%) –  
Total 3484 (100%) 713 (100%) – 4197

a The effective sample consists of those participants who have responded to all the independent variables 
and background variables at phase 3 and the dependent variables of WFI and FWI at phase 5. Working 
time was only asked for at phase 5 and therefore values for full-time/part-time are from phase 5.

Table 1. (Continued)
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options: 1 = not at all, 2 = to some extent, 3 = a great deal and 4 = not applicable. The 
questions about work–family interference (WFI) started with the sentence ‘To what 
extent do your job responsibilities interfere with your family life?’ followed by the ques-
tions: ‘Your job reduces the amount of time you can spend with the family’; ‘Problems 
at work make you irritable at home’; ‘Your job involves a lot of travel away from home’; 
and ‘Your job takes so much energy you don’t feel up to doing things that need attention 
at home’. The internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) for WFI was .66. The 
questions about to what extent family interfered with work (FWI) started with the sen-
tence: ‘Do your family life and family responsibilities interfere with your performance in 
any of the following ways? Would you say:’ followed by the questions: ‘Family matters 
reduce the time you can devote to your job?’; ‘Family worries or problems distract you 
from your work?’; ‘Family activities stop you getting the amount of sleep you need to do 
your job well?’; and ‘Family obligations reduce the time you need to relax or be by your-
self?’ The internal consistency coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) for FWI was .82. Due to 
skewed distributions, especially among the FWI answers, the WFI and FWI were dichot-
omized so that those who had answered ‘a great deal’ on any of the four questions that 
compose each variable were categorized as having high WFI and FWI respectively. 
Using this definition, 28.9% of our sample were categorized as having high WFI and 
9.8% were categorized as having high FWI.

Control at work and control at home. Control at work was measured with the following 
nine items: ‘Do you have a choice in deciding HOW you do your work?’; ‘Do you have 
a choice in deciding WHAT you do at work?’; ‘Others take decisions concerning my 
work’; ‘I have a good deal of say in decisions about work’; ‘I have a say in my own work 
speed’; ‘My work time can be flexible’; ‘I can decide when to take a break’; ‘I have a say 
in choosing with whom I work’; and ‘I have a great deal of say in planning my work 
environment’. Responses for these questions were ‘often’, ‘sometimes’, ‘seldom’, 
‘never/almost never’ and scored from 1 to 4. The internal consistency coefficient (Cron-
bach’s alpha) for control at work was .79. Control at work was divided into three catego-
ries (0 = low, 1 = medium, 2 = high) based on tertiles (Bosma et al., 1997).

Control at home was measured with a question with six response alternatives (disa-
gree strongly, disagree moderately, disagree slightly, agree slightly, agree moderately, 
agree strongly) for the following question: ‘At home, I feel I have control over what 
happens in most situations’ (Griffin et al., 2003). Responses were categorized in three 
groups where those who had answered that they disagreed (strongly, moderately or 
slightly) or agreed slightly were categorized as having low control at home (= 0); those 
who answered that they agreed moderately were categorized as having medium control 
at home (= 1); and those who answered that they agreed strongly were categorized as 
having high control at home (= 2).

Covariates. The analyses were adjusted for several variables that previous research has 
related to WFI or FWI (Byron, 2005; Geurts and Demerouti, 2003; Griffin et al., 2003; 
Grzywacz and Marks, 2000; Leineweber et al., 2012). These variables were: age, marital 
status (1 = married/cohabiting; 0 = single/divorced/widowed), parental status and num-
ber of own children (0 = no children; 1 = one child; 2 = two children; 3 = three or more 
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children) and care of or help to (an) aged or disabled relative(s) (1 = yes; 0 = no). Adjust-
ments were also made for working part-time, which was measured by dichotomizing 
work hours per week (part-time = working fewer than 30 hours/week), with imputation 
from a variable that specifically asked about part-time work, where work-hours values 
were missing. Work hours and part-time work were only measured at phase 5.

Statistical analysis

Logistic regression was used to estimate ORs for work–family interference (WFI) and 
family–work interference (FWI) at phase 5 (1997–1999) depending on the participants’ 
age, gender and SES at phase 3 (1993–1995) (Model 1). In Model 2, part-time work 
(from phase 5), marital status, parental status/number of children and care of relative(s) 
from phase 3 were added. Finally, in Model 3 control at work and at home (medium and 
low compared to high) from phase 3 (1993–1995) were added. In order to investigate 
whether the association with WFI and FWI differed between women and men with dif-
ferent SES and if the association between the independent variables of control at work 
and control at home and the dependent variables of WFI and FWI varied depending on 
gender and SES, a formal test of effect modification was carried out by extending Model 
3. Two-way interactions between gender and SES were tested as well as the two- and 
three-way interaction terms among gender and SES combined with the measures of con-
trol at work and control at home. For control at work the interaction terms were: gender 
by SES; gender by control at work; SES by control at work; gender by SES by control at 
work. For control at home the interaction terms were: gender by SES; gender by control 
at home; SES by control at home; gender by SES by control at home. All analyses were 
performed using the statistical package of IBM SPSS Statistics V.22.

Results

The descriptive statistics in Table 2 showed that both women and men, irrespectively of 
SES, were more likely to report low, rather than high, WFI and FWI. The frequencies of 
employees who reported high control at work were highest among high SES employees 
and lowest among low SES employees. This was the case for both women and men. 
Control at home was more equally distributed between the SES groups, with most 
employees reporting high or medium control at home.

Differences in WFI and FWI depending on gender and socioeconomic 
status

The results of the logistic regression of WFI (Table 3) showed that in the first model, 
gender was not significantly related to WFI. In Model 2, where part-time work and 
family-related variables (marital status; parental status/number of children; care of 
relative) were added, gender became a significant predictor of WFI. Women reported 
more WFI than men and this effect was somewhat pronounced when control at work 
and control at home were added in Model 3 (OR for gender in Model 3: 1.31; CI: 
1.07–1.61; p = .009).
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In FWI, women reported higher levels in all models (OR in Model 3: 2.19; CI: 1.65–
2.91; p < .001). The results of the logistic model also showed that there was a gradient in 
WFI so that the higher the SES, the more WFI (Table 3). All SES groups differed from 
each other (p < .01). However, there were no differences in FWI between the employees 
with different SES in the logistic regression (Table 3).

There was a significant two-way interaction effect between gender and SES in rela-
tion to both WFI (p = .027) and FWI (p = .042), as shown in Table 4, where the results 
are stratified by gender. For women, WFI had the form of a gradient. Women with inter-
mediate SES reported lower WFI than women with high SES (OR: 0.40; CI: 0.27–0.60; 
p < .001) and women with low SES reported lower WFI than women with intermediate 
SES (OR: 0.41; CI: 0.25–0.69; p = .001) (the test between intermediate and low SES 
women is not shown in the table). Among men, lower WFI was reported among employ-
ees with intermediate (OR: 0.44; CI: 0.37–0.53; p < .001) and low SES (OR: 0.43; CI: 
0.26–0.69; p < .001) compared with men with high SES, but men with intermediate and 
low SES did not differ in WFI (p = .890) (the test between intermediate and low SES men 
is not shown in the table).

In FWI also, there was tendency for a gradient among women. Women with interme-
diate SES reported lower (although not significant) FWI than women with high SES 
(OR: 0.73; CI: 0.43–1.23; p = .232) (Table 4). Women with low SES reported significant 
lower FWI than women with high SES (OR: 0.37; CI: 0.19–0.75; p = .005) (Table 4). 
Among men, FWI did not differ significantly between employees with different SES.

To graphically show the interaction effects in WFI and FWI, women and men were 
included in the same analyses with high SES men as the reference group (OR = 1). 
Figure 1 shows the results illustrating that high SES women reported the highest level of 
WFI but also that high SES men reported higher levels of WFI than intermediate and low 
SES men and intermediate and low SES women. There was a clear WFI gradient among 
women. Figure 1 also shows that high SES women reported higher levels of FWI than 
high SES men. The figure shows a tendency for a gradient among women in FWI and the 
lack of such a gradient for men.

Control at work and control at home in relation to WFI and FWI

Low control at work was associated with more WFI, but was not significantly related to 
FWI (Table 3). There was no significant interaction effect between gender, SES and 
control at work in relation to WFI (Table 4), but there was a significant three-way inter-
action effect between control at work, gender and SES in relation to FWI (p = .032) 
(Table 4). This significant three-way interaction effect indicates that control at work did 
not relate to FWI equally for women and men with different SES. However, the small 
numbers of respondents in some of the groups makes the results for specific group dif-
ferences tentative.

Low levels of control at home were associated with more WFI (OR: 1.92; CI: 1.55–
2.39) and more FWI (OR: 2.99; CI: 2.16–4.13) (Table 3). There were no significant 
interaction effects between gender, SES and control at home in relation to WFI or FWI 
(Table 4).
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Figure 1. Interaction between gender and socioeconomic status (SES) in relation to work–
family interference (WFI) and family–work interference (FWI). Odds ratio and 95% confidence 
interval. High SES men is the reference group (odds ratio = 1). N = 3484 (women: 827;  
men: 2657); pWFI = .027; pFWI = .042.

Discussion

Differences in WFI and FWI depending on gender and socioeconomic status

In line with Hypothesis 1a, women reported more WFI, but only after adjusting for part-
time work and family-related variables. The effect of gender was pronounced when 
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adding control at work and control at home. Hypothesis 1b was supported as there was a 
clear difference between women and men in FWI. Similarly to WFI, the gender effect of 
FWI was pronounced after adjusting for part-time work, family-related variables and 
control at work and at home, with women having more than twice the risk for high FWI 
after considering all these aspects. These results suggest that situational factors associ-
ated with family and work contribute to gender differences in WFI and FWI. It seems 
plausible that the total workload, due to obligations from both work and family, com-
bined with restricted resources in terms of control to handle these demands, explains part 
of the differences in WFI and FWI between women and men. This finding from the 
present study follows previous studies showing that women reported higher levels of 
WFI (e.g. Innstrand et al., 2009b; Öun, 2012; Voydanoff, 2004) and FWI (e.g. Byron, 
2005), but is at odds with research showing no gender differences in FWI (DiRenzo 
et al., 2011) or that men report more WFI (Byron, 2005). The inconsistent findings con-
cerning gender differences in previous research may partly be due to the situational fac-
tors that are included in the analyses.

As there was a clear socioeconomic gradient in WFI, Hypothesis 2a was confirmed. 
This is in line with research showing that employees with higher SES report more WFI 
(DiRenzo et al., 2011; Schieman et al., 2006), as do employees with a higher income 
(Byron, 2005) and a higher education (Härter Griep et al., 2016; Leineweber et al., 2012; 
Voydanoff, 2004). Schieman et al. (2006) used the term ‘stress of higher status’ and 
meant that when it comes to WFI, the positive features of work that are typically associ-
ated with a higher social status cannot compensate for the high demands that also come 
with high status positions. It is important to note that WFI and FWI measure stressors, 
rather than stress responses. Among women, there was a tendency for a socioeconomic 
gradient also in FWI, but not among men, thus there was only partial support for 
Hypothesis 2b. That the socioeconomic gradients in WFI and FWI were more apparent 
among women than among men supports Hypotheses 3a and 3b and is in line with previ-
ous studies (Frankenhaeuser et al., 1989; Grönlund and Öun, 2010). These results sup-
port the traditional gender-role model (Wiley, 1991). The small number of women in the 
high grades, both in the civil service (Office for National Statistics, 2014) and in other 
parts of the labour market (Eurostat, 2008; World Economic Forum, 2014) is likely, at 
least to some extent, to reflect the difficulties for women in high positions to combine 
work and family. It is worth noting that in the present study sample, 54% of the women 
with high SES did not have children. The corresponding figure for men with high SES 
was 17%. However, the results showed that also men with high SES experienced higher 
WFI than men with lower SES, which gives some support to the egalitarian gender-role 
model suggesting that women and men in the same socioeconomic positions face com-
parable work-related challenges. This model was supported by Schieman et al. (2006). 
Overall, these results show that both gender and SES are important factors to consider 
when it comes to one’s possibilities to handle work and family.

Control at work and at home in relation to WFI and FWI

Low control at work was associated with a higher level of WFI but not with more FWI, 
thus confirming Hypothesis 4a, but not Hypothesis 4b. Previous research (Grzywacz and 



Falkenberg et al. 21

Marks, 2000; Michel et al., 2011) has shown an association between control at work and 
FWI, albeit weak, but in the present study control at work was not related to the perception 
of how family interfered with work. The association between control at work and WFI is 
in line with the reasoning that more control and flexibility at work increase the permeabil-
ity between the domains of work and family and that such permeability facilitates the 
transitions between the two domains (Clark, 2000; Schieman et al., 2006). This has also 
been found in empirical studies (Byron, 2005; Grzywacz and Butler, 2005; Hughes and 
Parks, 2007; Innstrand et al., 2009a; Thomas and Ganster, 1995). However, high control 
and flexibility at work have also been found to increase the risk of conflict between work 
and family (Higgins et al., 2014; Lapierre and Allen, 2012; Schieman et al., 2006). The 
significant interaction between control at work, gender and SES in relation to FWI indi-
cates that the relation between control at work and FWI, to some extent, differs depending 
on gender and SES levels. Thus, the answer to the explorative research question 1b was 
affirmative. However, this was the only (out of four) three-way interaction effect that 
reached statistical significance. The answer to the explorative research question 1a was 
thus non-affirmative. When the significant interaction was stratified on gender and SES, 
few associations remained significant. These circumstances limit the possibility to draw 
conclusions about specific group differences and indicate that how control at work relates 
to the interference between the domain of work and family has to be studied further.

Low and medium level of control at home contributed to a markedly higher risk both 
of WFI and FWI (supporting Hypotheses 5a and 5b). As compared to control at work, 
control at home has been substantially less researched in relation to WFI and FWI 
(Lapierre and Allen, 2012), but the results from the present study show that control at 
home is an important factor for employees in order to be able to combine work and fam-
ily. Lapierre and Allen (2012) have suggested that high control at home increases the lati-
tude to adjust the demands from the family to fit the demands from work and thus be able 
to fulfil demands from both spheres with less interference. As there were no significant 
interaction effects, control at home seemed to be of similar importance for women and 
men within all SES levels. This means that the answer to the explorative research ques-
tions 2a and 2b was non-affirmative.

Methodological considerations and future research

A limitation is that this study was conducted among white-collar British civil servants so 
that findings may not be generalizable to other working populations. Child-care and 
elderly-care services in the United Kingdom are limited and only to some degree funded 
by public means. Although this is the case in many European countries, differences in 
social security systems between countries are likely to influence employees’ possibilities 
to combine work and family. It is therefore necessary to replicate the study in other con-
texts, preferably in different countries with other social security systems (e.g. Öun, 2012) 
and with employees from both the private and public sectors. Also, the data were col-
lected some years ago and the situation might have changed. However, the global gender 
gap index (considering gender equality across health, education, economy and politics) 
shows only marginal changes in the United Kingdom since 2000 (World Economic 
Forum, 2014), indicating that gender inequalities are still an issue.
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Due to internal or external attrition, the employees included in the analyses differed 
to some extent from those who were excluded. However, no differences were found in 
WFI or FWI between the analytic sample and those not included due to attrition. Another 
issue relates to the fact that the number of participants with low SES was substantially 
fewer than those with intermediate and high SES. However, as most previous studies of 
WFI and FWI are based on middle and high level employees (DiRenzo et al., 2011), 
including employees with low SES must be considered an advantage. The sample was 
further characterized by few women with high and intermediate SES and few men with 
low SES. Although reducing the power to analyse gender and SES differences, these dif-
ferences mirror the European labour market (Eurostat, 2008). Another issue is that a 
stronger effect might have been found if a more elaborated measure of control at home 
had been used, but we were limited to the measure available. There is little research of 
the concept of control at home and future studies should endeavour to include valid 
measures of this concept. Future research could also consider investigating SES in a 
broader context, including factors such as the SES of any partner and the family income. 
Also the situation of a potential partner (working full-time or working part-time, being 
home to take care of children, being home because of illness or unemployment) seems 
relevant to investigate further in future studies. Another aspect is that the individual is 
part of larger systems such as an organization, a certain sector (private or public) and a 
society. This study focused on the individual level, but investigating several levels is 
highly relevant. Another methodological issue relates to the fact that the current study 
aim was not to investigate how gender and SES or control at work or control at home 
predicted changes in the interference between work and family over time; this would 
have been the case if baseline values of WFI and FWI had been included. Instead, the 
two-wave analysis used here enabled separating the time points for measuring the inde-
pendent and dependent variables.

Conclusions

The results from this study suggest that woman and employees with high SES may be 
most at risk for interference between work and family, in both directions, which empha-
sizes the importance of considering gender and status in relation to WFI and FWI. Low 
control at work was associated with more WFI, while low and medium control at home 
increased the risk for both WFI and FWI. This study underscores the importance of not 
only investigating the work situation, but also the situation at home, to more fully under-
stand the phenomena of WFI and FWI. It highlights the importance of facilitating com-
bining work and family for employees with high SES, especially women, and to increase 
control both at work and at home in order to facilitate individuals’ efforts to combine two 
important domains of life, namely that of work and of family.
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