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Abstract

This qualitative study aimed to explore the work-family conflict phenomenon in China, to extend our
understanding of such a phenomenon experienced under a different cultural background outside of
the West, and to help suggest the Chinese culturally specific variables related to the work-family
conflict in China for future research. A purposive sample of 16 Chinese employees was interviewed.
Using Creswell’s (2013) Phenomenological method, four themes and 17 sub-themes emerged through
269 significant statements. The participants described the work-family conflict as only a life
experience or no more than a minor problem in life that has influenced their coping strategy (e.g.,
avoidance coping). It appeared that Chinese culture is akin to a double-edged sword that
simultaneously eases and exacerbates work-family conflict (e.g., a greater level of family support
came with more family obligation). After comparing the results with the previous Western findings,
differences in the experience of work-family conflict were identified. Relevant factors related to the
experience of work-family conflict were suggested, providing directions for future work-family
conflict studies.

Keywords: cultural differences; phenomenological method; work-family conflict

1. Introduction

The intensive work environment in China, such as long working hours, heavy workload, and
substantial work pressure, has raised concern and interest in work-family conflict (WFC), an inter-
role conflict between work demands and family responsibilities (e.g., Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al.,
2019), and compelled the need to examine WFC in China to help Chinese employees and employers
better cope with such phenomena (e.g., Zhang et al., 2019; Zhao et al., 2019; Liu et al.,2008; Lu &
Cooper, 2015).

Despite the gradually increasing WFC research conducted in China, only 5 per cent of WEC
studies were conducted outside the West (Lu & Cooper, 2015); in addition, most studies using East
Asia samples (e.g., Chinese) only repeatedly examine Western-developed theories and models (Allen
et al.,, 2020). Thus, it is arguable that WFC studies are dominated by the West, and Chinese WFC
research might be defective because of the lack of consideration given to the influence of contextual
factors (e.g., culturally specific variables) during the investigation (e.g., Agars & French, 2011; Kossek
et al, 2011; Lu & Cooper, 2015).

Accordingly, work-family scholars interested in cultural differences (e.g., Shaffer et al., 2011;
Allen et al., 2020; Kossek et al., 2011) suggest that there is a need to identify and explore the contextual
factors that are uniquely linked to the populations and integrate these contextual factors into work-
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family research, in order to improve the practicability and contextual relevance of the WFC findings.
In addition, Agars and French (2011) argued that to meaningfully address and help comprehensively
understand the WFC in a particular nation, a qualitative study to explore the WFC and its relevant
factors might be necessary. Taken together, one can argue that it might be helpful to explore the WFC
phenomenon and identify its relevant factors in China, to expand our understanding of the WFC
experience outside the West, and help provide research directions for future studies that are
interested in studying WFC in China.

Thus, this qualitative study explores WFC in China from Aycan’s (2008) cultural perspective,
which focuses on the influence of culturally specific contexts on the experience of WEC. Aycan (2008)
further explained this perspective using a culture and WFC model (see Figure 1). This model first
suggested that culture mainly affects WFC, role demands, and sources of support. This main effect is
due to cultural influences on individuals’ values (e.g., which one is more important? Work or
family?), beliefs (e.g., is WFC a problem, or just a lived experience), and norms (e.g., should I take on
more family responsibilities because I am the wife?) toward WFC (Aycan, 2008). Second, culture also
influences the relationships between WFC and its antecedents and consequences. For example, filial
piety, which highlights the importance of children in providing eldercare, may make Chinese adult
children avoid the use of formal eldercare services because it is viewed as avoidance of fulfilling child
obligation, thereby adding a caregiving burden, and placing an impact on WFC (Lai et al., 2010).

Demands & Supports Demands & Supports
in work domain ' in family domain

Well-being in work Well-being in family
domain domain

Figure 1. A Culture and Work-Family Conflict Model (Aycan, 2008).

1.1. Literature Review

Traditionally, society assigned males to be the family’s main breadwinners and only focused on
the work role, whereas females were the housekeepers and only focused on the family role (Korabik
et al., 2008). As society develops, the increased number of dual-career couples, single parents, and
female employees creates a conflict between traditional gender roles and workplace structure
(Korabik et al., 2008). The extra role demands for both genders, such as the wife having to go to work
to share the family financial burden and handle domestic chores, and the husband having to be
involved in housekeeping instead of only being the family’s main breadwinner, created tension
between work and family roles and led to WFC (Lu & Cooper, 2015). WEC is mutual, meaning that
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WEC comes in two directional dimensions: work-to-family conflict (work interference with family
[WIF]) and family-to-work conflict (family interference with work [FIW]) (Wang et al., 2020). WEC
has been identified as a stressor that is associated with several negative outcomes by the West, such
as decreases in life satisfaction (Beutell & O’Hare, 2018), work performance (Yusuf & Hasnidar, 2020),
and increased risk of having depressive symptoms (Michel et al., 2011).

Nevertheless, studies that focused on Asian samples have found that WFC might not always act
as a stressor. For example, Galovan et al. (2010) conducted a comparison study and found that the
relationship between WIF and job satisfaction is different between countries: WIF was negatively
related to job satisfaction in the American sample but unrelated in the Singapore sample. In addition,
a recent study by Chen et al. (2023) developed and tested a WFC model applicable in China with the
consideration of Chinese-specific variables, and found that WFC is positively related to life
satisfaction. They further explained that cultural values might moderate the meaning of WFC,
thereby influencing its well-being outcomes. For example, the experience of FIW might be interpreted
as an outcome of fulfilling familial responsibilities, which conforms with the Confucian value,
thereby mitigating the negative perception of FIW (Chen et al., 2023). In addition, Chen et al. (2023)
identified other unique patterns. For example, sharing the same family obligation has made the
received support viewed as a debt that has to be paid back, resulting in family support being
positively related to the FIW via time spent on family responsibilities (Chen et al., 2023), thereby
increasing WFC. This pattern is the opposite of the one reported in Western studies, which found that
social support can minimise the risk of experiencing WFC (Blanch & Aluja, 2012).

The above studies provided strong evidence to explain that WFC is subjective; societal and
cultural contexts affect individuals” attitudes and interpretations of WFC, and it is crucial to consider
the unique experiences/factors that are related to WFC during investigation (e.g., Kossek et al., 2011;
Chen et al.,, 2023; Galovan et al., 2010; Allen et al., 2020). Nevertheless, the overwhelming Western
focus on WEC restricts the scope of WFC research and omits the societal and cultural influences on
WEC. For example, the Western definition of “family”, which often is limited to the members of a
nuclear family (parents and children), where the caregiving practice relies more on formal healthcare
services (e.g., Shaffer et al., 2011), seems to restrict WFC studies to largely focus on spouse role and/or
parenting role and omitting the influence of other Eastern prevalent phenomena, such as the
sandwiched generation (e.g., adults concurrently providing eldercare and childcare) and kinship
network (e.g., providing/receiving sibling support) on WFC. This has potentially limited our
understanding of how WFC might be uniquely experienced in China (e.g., Lu & Cooper, 2015; Shaffer
et al., 2011).

Thus, this study aims to explore WFC and its related factors in China. It is hoped to provide
research directions for future Chinese studies and help improve future studies” contextual relevance
and the practicality of the findings. To explore the WEC in China, the research questions that guide
this study are: 1. What have Chinese individuals experienced in terms of WFC? And 2. What
perceived contexts or situations do individuals in China see as typically influencing or affecting
experiences of WFC?

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Study Design

This qualitative semi-structured online interview study was guided by Creswell’s (2013)
phenomenological approach. Qualitative interviews can explore a phenomenon of interest and allow
a thorough understanding of the phenomenon (Opdenakker, 2006). Semi-structured online
interviews via WeChat (a Chinese-developed app similar to WhatsApp) were adopted in this study.
The main reason for choosing online interviews was due to the COVID-19 outbreak; all interviews
were conducted during the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak from August 2020 to October 2020,
and no face-to-face research was allowed (British Psychological Society, 2020).
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Moreover, because this study focused on exploring the lived experience of WEC, Creswell’s
(2013) phenomenological method (Creswell, 2013) was used in this study. Creswell’s (2013)
phenomenological method is closer to descriptive phenomenology, which is defined as
phenomenological research that describes what a particular lived experience of a phenomenon or
concept means to a group of people. Such a method explores the participant’s shared experiences of
a phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). In addition, this phenomenological method explores the
phenomenon of interest from two general questions: “What have you experienced in terms of the
phenomenon? What contexts or situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences of
the phenomenon?” (p. 61). Because Creswell’s (2013) phenomenological method broadly explores
and describes the common contexts (factors) that affect participants’ experience of a phenomenon, it
fits well with the research questions of this study.

2.2. Participants

A purposive snowball sampling was used in this study; a total of 16 participants (9 males and 7
females) voluntarily participated in this study without receiving any form of compensation. All the
participants in this study have met the following inclusion criteria (a) over 18 years old, (b) Chinese
nationality and living in Mainland China (grew up in China), (c) Full-time employed, (d) Have a
family (spouse/partner and/or children living at home) or living with parents, (e) Have experienced
the conflict between work and family. The average age of the participants was 34 years old, with the
youngest participant being 24 years old and the oldest participant being 53 years old. Ten participants
are married, one is divorced, two participants are in a relationship, and three are single. Moreover,
nine participants have at least one child in this study. Due to the anonymity of the present study, the
16 participants were coded P1 (the first participant) to P16 (the 16t participant), respectively (see
Table 1).

Table 1. Background Information of the Participants in the Present Study.

Income (per Marital

Gender Age Occupation month) status Child Living with
Pet shop owner;
art-time Didi ~ Average . A 2-year-old .

P1 Male 29 Sriver (similar to 7,00 ORgMB Married daughter wife and daughter
Uber driver)
Owner of a

P2 Male 28 busiﬁess plan 4,000RMB Ina ‘  No child Girlfriend and
services relationship elderly parents
company
Work at an

P3  Female 24 exhibition 7-8,000RMB  Single No child Elderly mother
company

8,000- Ina

P4 Female 28 Work at a bank No child Elderly parents

10,000RMB  relationship

P5 Male 34 Insurance broker No comment Married An8-month-  Wife, child, and

old boy elderly parents
P6 Male 35 Insurance broker Atleast Married  No child Wife and elderly
8,000RMB parents
University
English lecturer; 10,000RMB A 12-year-old
P7 Female 39 owner of an (university ~ Married son Husband and child
English learning salary)
studio
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Two sons, one
. . At least . is 3 years old, The younger son
P8 Female 35  Financial planner 20,000RMB Divorce and the other is and elderly parents
1 year old
Primary school 10,000- . .
P9 Female 26 teacher 20,000RMB Single No child Elderly parents
Daughter, older
P10 Female 38 Restaurant No comment Married A S-year-old sister, and elderly
owner daughter
mother
IT company 50,000- . .
P11 Male 26 owner 100,000RMB Single No child Elderly parents
Two daughters, Husband,
P12 Female 42 Nurse 33,000RMB  Married  both are 6 yearsdaughters, and
old nanny
P13 Male 26 News reporter 10,000- Married No child Wife
P 20,000RMB
A 14-year-old
Government Around . . .
P14 Male 46 officer 22 000RMB Married daughter and a Wife and children

3-year-old son

A 22-year-old
P15 Male 53 Sales 7,000RMB Married daughter and a Wife and children
13-year-old son
A 6-month-old Wife, child, and
daughter elderly parents

P16 Male 41 Sales No comment Married

2.3. Procedure

After receiving the ethics approval, the researcher posted the recruitment letter on the
mainstream social media platforms in China (i.e., WeChat, Weibo, Zhihu, and QQ). People who met
the inclusion criteria and were interested in participating contacted the researcher directly via
WeChat, Weibo, Zhihu, QQ, or email. The researcher then checked if he/she met all the participant
inclusion criteria. All interviews were conducted during a two-month period from August 2020 to
October 2020. During this two-month period, the border of China was restricted, and the “FIVE
ONES” control policy (e.g., each airline was only allowed to have one flight per week to leave/enter
China) was implemented (Civil Aviation Administration of China, 2020), which limited the spread
of COVID-19 in China and thus no lockdown restriction was applied. Nevertheless, face coverings,
daily covid testing, and Green Health QR Code were implemented during this two-month period,
which might have affected the lifestyle and working life of the interviewees to some degree (Lin et
al., 2021).

An information sheet was provided once the participants showed interest in participating in this
study. A consent form was signed and returned to the researcher before the interview. The researcher
asked about the participant’s willingness to participate in this study again at the beginning of the
interview. Background information of the interviewee was asked at the beginning of each interview.
All the interviews lasted between 30 and 60 minutes. The length of the interview depended on the
living status of the interviewee. For example, an interviewee with no child might have never
experienced and responded less to child-related WFC; therefore, the interview was shorter. Questions
related to this study’s research questions were asked during the interviews. One thing worth noting
is that, despite all interviews being conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, the interview
questions were not framed in terms of a specific time period (e.g., pre-pandemic or during the
pandemic). At the end of the interviews, the researcher asked the participants to recommend
someone who met the inclusion criteria. Only one participant (i.e., P8) referred another interviewee
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(i.e., P15) to participate in this study. A debriefing form was followed once the interviews were
finished. All the interviews were audio-recorded. The interview schedule is as follows (see Table 2).

Table 2. Interview Schedule.

Background information

Gender

Age

Marital status (single, married, years of marriage, divorced)

Child (number of children, age of children)

Living situation (live by him/herself or live with parents, spouse, or children)

Do your other family member(s) work? If so, full-time or part-time?

N o Ok »w N

Brief job description

WIF

1. Do you encounter any difficulties at work? If yes, what difficulties do you have in your

work?
2. Can you describe the WIF you are experiencing?

3. Does the WIF you mentioned earlier affect you the most? Or do you think another WIF is

much worse? Can you give me an example?
4. How often do you experience WIF?
5. Can you describe how it affects you both mentally and physically?

6. How do you cope with this type of WIF? Does or did anyone or anything help you

improve these problems?

In the above questions, if the participants are unclear, I will offer more details, such as:

“Please think of a time in your life when you are experiencing WIF; when you have a

situation in mind, please describe it to me.”

“Did the difficulty at work influence your family role, such as not having enough time for

family members or fulfilling home responsibilities?”

FIW

1. Do you encounter any difficulties at work? If yes, what difficulties do you have in your

work?

2. Can you describe the FIW you are experiencing?
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3. Does the FIW you mentioned earlier affect you the most? Or do you think other FIW are

much worse? Can you give me an example?
4. How often do you experience the FIW?
5. Can you describe how it affects you both mentally and physically?

6. How do you cope with this type of FIW? Does or did anyone or anything help you improve

these problems?

In the above questions, if the participants were unclear, I would offer more details, such as:

“Please think of a time in your life when you are experiencing FIW; when you have a

situation in mind, please describe it to me.”

“Did the difficulty at work influence your family role, such as not having enough time for

family members or fulfilling home responsibilities?”

Note. WIF = work-to-family conflict, FIW = family-to-work conflict

2.4. Ethics

This study has received ethics approval from De Montfort University (Ref: 3609). To protect the
confidentiality and anonymity of the participants, all information that could identify them was
removed from the transcripts. An identification code was given to each participant (e.g., participant
one was referred to as P1) and used in this study for quotation identification.

2.5. Language and Translation

Language is the fundamental tool in qualitative research because it allows the interviewer and
interviewee to interact and also affect the interpretation of the results (Hennink, 2008). The most
common difficulty during cross-cultural studies is that the researcher cannot speak the native
language (Liamputtong, 2010). In this qualitative study, all interviews were conducted in Chinese.
The first author can speak both Cantonese and Mandarin fluently; thus, the participants can choose
to speak Cantonese or Mandarin, whichever makes them feel comfortable. In general, a total of 11
participants spoke Cantonese and 5 participants spoke Mandarin during interviews.

This study adopted Shavarini’s (2006) translation strategy, which only translates the significant
statements that are used as quotations in writing. Data were analysed in the original language (both
Cantonese and Mandarin). Analysing the data in the original language helps to minimise the
interpreting bias and the change in the meaning of findings during translation, because some
concepts/words cannot be properly translated between languages (e.g., Hennink, 2008; Liamputtong,
2010). After analysing the data, the significant statements that would be used in writing were
translated into English by the first author. The translated statements were then proofread and back-
translated by the second author, who speaks both Chinese and English fluently and specialises in
occupational psychology. Not using a professional translator or interpreter is first because working
with a professional translator or interpreter might be less efficient if the researcher him/herself is a
bilingual (bicultural) researcher who is more familiar with the topic of interest (Ryen, 2002); second,
Kaufert and Putsch (1997) argued that a translator or interpreter is “a gatekeeper who has the power
to elicit, clarify, translate, omit, or distort messages” (p. 72), which might interference the findings.
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2.6. Data Analysis

Creswell’s (2013) phenomenology analysis strategy was used in this study. First, the researcher
ensures that the phenomenological method is appropriate for examining the research problems.
Second, the researcher identifies the phenomenon of interest. Third, data must be collected from
people who have experienced the phenomenon of interest. Fourth, ask the participants the two
general questions: “What have you experienced in terms of the phenomenon? What contexts or
situations have typically influenced or affected your experiences of the phenomenon?” (Creswell,
2013, p. 61), and other open-ended questions that relate to these two questions. Fifth, analyse the data,
highlight the significant statements, formulate the meanings of the statements, and cluster the
formulated meanings into themes. Sixth, describe the themes. Last, discuss the essence (common) of
the phenomenon from the themes.

In this study, the transcripts of all interviews were created and analysed by the first author.
Information relevant to the interview questions and how the interviewees experienced the WFC was
condensed into key statements. The next step was “horizontalisation”, which removed the
overlapping statements from the list of significant statements (Creswell, 2013). After
horizontalisation, the researcher interpreted the meanings of significant statements and formulated
meanings that were clustered into themes. The significant statements were read by the second author,
and the themes and their subthemes were discussed by all the authors to reach an agreement.

2.7. Trustworthiness

The trustworthiness of this study was fulfilled by literature searches, following the steps of
Creswell’s (2013) phenomenology method, having a sufficient sample size, and bracketing.
Bracketing is a technique that requires the researcher to put aside his/her belief/knowledge about the
phenomenon as much as possible during the investigation, thereby reducing bias and helping to
increase the trustworthiness and rigour of the findings (Creswell, 2013). In addition, a description of
the responses of participants was provided in the results section prior to discussing the findings to
ensure the findings are transferable between the interpretation of the researcher and the statements
of participants, thereby increasing the confirmability and credibility of the study (Creswell, 2013).

3. Results

From 16 transcripts, a total of 297 significant statements were found. The examples of significant
statements and their formulated meanings are listed below (see Table 3).

Table 3. Examples of Significant Statements and their Formulated Meanings.

Significant statements Formulated meanings

If I am not in this kind of occupation, if Flexible working hours at work help to
I am not a salesman, and my job requires me to decrease the family-to-work conflict.
work from 9 AM to 5 PM, nine-nine-six (9 AM
to 9 PM, 6 working days per week), or my work
time is fixed. I will have no control over dealing

with things at home.

I keep telling myself, don’t bring back It is hard not to let the emotion at work
the emotion at work to my family. I mean, like affect the emotion at home.
the bad emotion at work. But I am just a human,

so I couldn’t just let it stop.
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If you are an only child, you probably An only child has more eldercare
need to take care of 8 elderly parents. Your responsibility.
parents, your grandparents, your spouse’s
parents, and your spouse’s grandparents.
It is impossible! I mean, she (my An incompatibility between work

daughter) has to go to school in the morning at demands and family needs.
8 AM, but I am already working at that time,
then school is over at 4 PM, and I am still at

work, so what can I do?

The formulated meanings were then clustered into 6 Themes and 17 sub-themes (see Table 4).

Table 4. Themes and Subthemes of this Study.

Theme Sub-theme

That is life Turn a blind eye

- This theme focused on the

interviewees” attitudes toward WFC
Part of the culture Work is for family

- This theme focused on the Chinese United relationship

culture/values that related to WEC
Traditional gender role

Filial piety
Family first and work second Health of family members
- This theme focused on family-related Having children

experiences that are related to FIW
Parental expectation

Being the only child
No such thing as free lunch Money is the cure
- This theme focused on work-related Occupational difference
situations that are related to WIF
Emotional turmoil and strain Work distress
Display of anger
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- This theme focused on the Guilty feelings
psychological/emotional aspects that
are related to WEC
Struggle to balance A vicious cycle
- This theme focused on the outcomes Denied opportunities
that related to WFC

Become lazy

Note. WFC = work-family conflict, FIW = family-to-work conflict, WIF = work-to-family conflict

Theme 1: That is life. Focusing on the attitudes toward WFC, most participants mentioned that
the conflict between work demands and family needs is just a “part of life” and it is a “life experience”
that everyone has to go through. For example, participant 4 (P4) said, “all of these [different types of
WEC] are life experiences, [...] itis just a very common phenomenon, I think the experience of conflict
[between work and family] has actually become normalised.” On the contrary, some participants
think that WEFC is considered a problem that affects their lives; however, compared to other
difficulties in life, it was just a minor problem that is not worth mentioning. P16 stated, “It is a
problem, just not a big deal. I mean, a simple example, your work and family are actually like a scale,
it is not possible to balance it easily.”

It appeared that because of such a standpoint toward WEC (i.e., just a life experience or just a
minor problem in life), most of the participants tended to turn a blind eye when the WEC happened.
P8 remarked, “Life goes on. So, you cry about it, then just keep moving forward.” And P1 also
reported as follows:

Just don’t think about it and ignore it; it is common in every household. Maybe everyone will deal with it
differently, but for me, 1 would just act as if nothing happened. Give it a couple of days, and everything will be
okay again.

Theme 2: Part of the culture. In this theme, interviewees described the Chinese culture and
beliefs associated with WEC. All the participants showed a very strong sense of family and thought
that work is for the family. A strong sense of family was evident during P6’s interview; he stated,

I think if you have to stop your work because you have to provide care for your family members, I actually
don’t think it is a conflict; it is just a thing that you must do for your family, it is a responsibility.

Similar responses were found during the interview with P11; he said, “Actually, things like my
job are not that important if you compare them to my family. It is not even worth mentioning.” And
during P3’s interview, she stated, “You can find another job, but you only have one family, so their
health or other family issues are definitely more important.”

Work is for the family was endorsed by most of the participants. Work was described as a way to
make money so that he/she can provide a better life for their family. P12 said, “It is a good-paying
job. So even though [being a nurse] is very stressful [...] still, I am willing to sacrifice because the
income can give my child, or the family a better future.”

Additionally, Chinese families seem to have a more supportive and united relationship, which
might ease the WFC experience from different aspects. For example, elderly parents would take care
of their adult children’s or grandchildren’s daily lives and/or financially support their adult children.
For example, P7, who is living with his son and husband, said,

When I need to buy a house [parents will give us moneyl; [...] or if I have a business trip, or my husband
has a business trip and I have to work, then they (parents) will come to help us [to take care of the child].

P4, who is 48 years old and living with his wife and two children, stated, “They (elderly parents)
will cook for us and take care of the children for us.” When the researcher asked, “What is your
thought about your parents still helping you out instead of you taking care of them?” later during
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the interview, he stated, “Nothing, it is good. I mean, that is the case in our Chinese families. Parents
are always the providers; I think it is just a common phenomenon.”

Except for the help from elderly parents, Chinese males seem to enjoy support from female
spouses, but such support seems to be one-sided. “She understands I have to work” and “She
understands I am tired” were mentioned by some married male participants during the interviews.
However, P12, who is a married female participant, said, “Because my husband does nothing [at
home], I mean my husband, he can’t share [the housework] with me, so I feel like I have more things
to do.” In other words, the male seems to receive more support and understanding from his wife,
which might ease the WFC; however, on the other side, the female appears to have more WFC
because of family responsibility.

It seems that such one-sided support was due to the influence of the traditional gender role; the
inequality in gender roles was endorsed by most of the participants, especially among the married
participants or the participants who were still living with their parents. Participants described this
gender role as part of the “society”, “culture”, and “tradition”. P8, a woman with two children, said,
“the society, I mean even right now, [...], people still think that women should stay at home and be
the caregiver; this [traditional] thought is deeply ingrained in belief.” And P14, a husband with two
children, said, “the domestic chore should be done by the wife, that’s just part of our culture.”

It appeared that women would have more family responsibilities, such as providing care for the
children and taking on more housework. P2, who lives with his parents and girlfriend, stated,
“[housework] basically is done by my mum and my girlfriend.” P5, who is married and still living
with his elderly parents, also said, “In general, my mum does most of it (housework), then my wife
will finish the rest, mainly take care of the child’s daily lives.”

Subsequently, men and women seem to get used to this gender role, which leads to women
having more family responsibilities and being more willing to take on more family responsibilities,
thereby letting their husbands or adult children focus on the work domain. For example, P1 stated,
“Sometimes I got off work very late, around 1 AM or 2 AM, she (my wife) finished all the housework,
she didn’t leave any things for me to do.” And P7, who is married and has a son named N, said, “I
am quite busy [at work], then my husband hopes that I could spend more time at home to help N
with his homework, but I might..., so I have to take some time off [from work].” And when the
researcher asked her how she felt about having more family responsibilities later during the
interview, she stated,

I feel like it is just part of my life, I already get used to it [...] it is always me who takes care of his (the
son’s) daily life [...]1 1, I don’t seem to feel anything anymore, 1 just feel like it is just my responsibility.

As a sub-theme of the part of the culture, filial piety was endorsed by all participants in this study.
All the participants believed that taking care of elderly parents is a way to fulfil their obligations as
children. As P12 stated, “you, as the child, must take care of them (parents), not just financially
support them, but also emotionally care about them.” Although most of the participants’ parents in
this study are still relatively young and in good health, the thought of having to take care of their
parents when they are older has negatively affected most of the participants to some degree. P11
stated,

[Having to take care of parents] is pressure, because right now, it’s not like I am doing very well at work,
still not achieving my [occupational] goal; I mean, I am not rich enough, but my parents are getting older and
older, so I just feel so much pressure.

P6 explained the reason why the thought of filial piety impacted him and what he was worried
about; he said,

As they (elderly parents) get older, they may start to have some health issues; then the first [thing I am
worried about] is the medical treatment [needs money], second is I have to provide care, which means I have to
take some time off from work, and then my income will be affected.

Theme 3: Family first and work second. In this cluster, participants described the family-related
factors/experiences associated with FIW. It appeared that due to the strong sense of family, most
participants claimed that the only reason they would stop their work was the health of family members.
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Some participants said the only thing that stopped their work was their children’s health; for
example, P1, who has a 2-year-old daughter, said, “My child was suddenly sick, then I [left my work
and] went back home.” P7, who has a 12-year-old son, stated, “If he (my son) feels sick, I will
definitely stop everything at work and take him to the hospital.” Some said the health of their elderly
parents had stopped their work. For example, P6 stated, “My parents were both ill a while ago; I
stopped my job to take care of them.” And P14 stated, “if parents are sick, then I will stop everything
I am doing at work [...] that’s it, that’s nothing to talk about, I can lose my job, but I can’t lose my
parents.”

It appeared that due to the influence of societal/cultural norms, such as “I must take care of
elderly parents by myself”, being the only child would exacerbate the negative impact of filial piety on
FIW. Most participants often mentioned “because I am the only child” during the question regarding
taking care of elderly parents. For example, P4 stated, “Because I am the only child, will I have the
ability to take care of my parents by myself when they are old? [Every time I thought about that] I
started to panic, and I started to worry.” And P12 said, “If you are an only child, you probably need
to take care of 8 elderly parents. Your parents, your grandparents, your spouse’s parents, and your
spouse’s grandparents.” It seems that the lack of sibling support might be the reason why being the
only child would exacerbate FIW. This is evident in P16’s interview:

It’s very realistic; you have to deal with it yourself, or you have a sibling to handle it all together. It won’t
be the same. I mean, at least, you won’t be so stressed [if you have a sibling]. If you have many siblings, things
may be much easier; at least you can discuss [with your sibling] when something happens.

As a sub-theme of the family comes first and work second, having children was endorsed by all
the parent participants. All the parent participants in this study claimed that as their children become
older, they have more stress in both work and family domains due to parental expectations. P1, who
has a 2-year-old daughter, said, “Because you have to know that the kindergarten charges at least
1,000 RMB per month, that’s an extra pressure, so I have to walk the extra mile.” Also, P7, who signed
up for 3-4 after-school classes for her son to improve his school grade, reported as follows:

First, I have to take him to and from the after-school classes, so it costs my time; then it makes me a little
bit anxious because I have to make sure he absorbs the knowledge, right? So, I have to make sure he does the
homework, and I have to give him other assignments to improve his weaknesses. I have to examine his work,
like discuss it with him and communicate with his teacher after class. All of these are like invisible pressure.

And P12, who has two six-years-old daughters, stated,

T'work like 10 hours, and then 1 finally get back home [...] I barely have time to enjoy my dinner, my body
and my mind are not ready yet, and then I have to help with my children’s homework; I just feel like I am a bit
out of my depth.

The parental expectation was also linked with “good job” and “contribute to society” by most of
the parent participants. For example, P7, who has a 12-year-old son, said, “I hope he can find a good
but not stressful job, and of course, it is a good-paying job too. So that he can take care of himself and
his own family.” And P14, who has two children, said, “I hope they can get into a good university; I
hope they can have good grades in school, be useful, and contribute to society.”

Theme 4: No such thing as free lunch. In this theme, people described the relevant work-related
factors affecting WIF. Because the job was viewed as a tool to improve family lives by most of the
participants, a high level of work demands seemed to be more acceptable. However, it appeared that
everything comes with a price, and work-related factors still harm participants’ family life.
“Definitely” was often used by the participants when the researcher asked, “Does your job affect your
family life?” For example, P13 said, “It (work) definitely impacted my family life to some degree; if
you have a job, plus, you have family, then you definitely will be facing some problems.”

A sub-theme of no such thing as free lunch, money is the cure was endorsed by most of the
participants. It appeared that income from work had a strong influence on the level of WFC. For
example, P1, the main breadwinner of his family, stated, “Will it (WFC) get worse? It really depends
on the money. To be honest, the biggest problem in my family right now is the money.” And P5
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stated, “In my family, if I can really solve most of the financial problems, then I think 70,80 per cent
[of WEC] will be fixed.”

As a sub-theme of no such thing as free lunch, the occupational difference was endorsed by most
of the participants. It appeared that people in different occupations would experience different WEC
and influence the level of WIF. For example, P7, who is a university English lecturer, said,

My job is relatively simple, [I] don’t have to go to university every day; you only be there when you have
lectures, and you can leave after finishing the lecture; you don’t even need to be in contact with other colleagues
[...] when you don’t have to be in contact with others, you have fewer conflicts [at work].

It appeared that the working hours had affected the experience and the level of WIF. Some
participants claimed that long working hours at work increased the incompatibility between work
demands and family needs. For example, P3, who works from 9 AM to 9 PM, six working days per
week, said,

My grandfather is sick and has to stay in the hospital right now. My mom is having a rough day; she
really wants someone to take turns to take care of [my] grandfather with her, but [I] don’t have the time to do
s0.

P10, who owns a restaurant and has to work from 8 AM to 9 PM six days per week and also have
to spend a half-day on Sunday at work, stated, “so it is tough for me to fulfil my family
responsibilities; it is just impossible to do both, there is only so much time [...], so it is impossible for
me to handle the things at my family.”

In addition, the influence of flexible working hours on WIF was endorsed by some of the
participants. Some participants claimed that flexible working hours have decreased the
incompatibility between work demands and family needs. P13 said, “Because the work time of my
job is quite flexible, it gives me more free time with my family.” Contrarily, some participants claimed
that the inflexible working hours at work have increased their WIF. For example, P12, who is a nurse
and follows a shift work schedule, stated,

I mean, sometimes, my children’s school would arrange things like parent-children activities, parent-
teacher conferences, or sports meets, and I, as the parent, am required to attend. But because of my work shift,
it is hard for me to change my shift and go to these events that I am supposed to attend.

Moreover, it appeared that a supportive work environment could help to ease the negative
experience at work, hence decreasing WIF. For example, P13, who entered the workplace one year
ago, said,

The heads of my department really care about you, helped me a lot, [...] just like a master’s supervisor or
PhD’s supervisor, they are like the supervisors, guide you and teach you step by step [...] because of these bits
of help, it made my work easier.

On the contrary, an unsupportive environment would make the participant feel more work
distress, ultimately leading to or increasing the level of WIF. For example, P4, who was recently
promoted at work, reported as follows:

My team leader said he would take care of me; I mean he promised to guide me, but he had his own work
too. So, most of the time, he just gave tasks to me; I had to figure them out by myself; I was always scared that
I would mess it up because lots of the tasks were new to me, [...] so I felt anxious all the time.

Theme 5: Emotional turmoil and strain. This theme focuses on the psychological/emotional
aspects that are related to WFC. A sense of work distress was evident in all the participants. It appeared
that work distress had led to the experience of WIF. Some participants described this work distress
as the “emotion at work”. For example, P6 said, “I keep telling myself don’t bring back the emotion
at work to my family. I mean, like the bad emotion at work, but I am just a human, so I couldn’t just
let it stop.” On the other hand, work distress is also described as a “physical exhaustion”. Sentences
like “I am so tired at work.” “My work makes me so tired,” And “I don’t want to do anything when
I go back home from work.” were often said by the participants.

As a sub-theme of the emotional turmoil and strain, the display of anger was endorsed by some
of the participants. It appeared that some participants, especially the young, unmarried participants,
would tend to lose their temper at home easily and vent on their elderly parents, if they were
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overloaded at work or had ill feelings at work. “I get angry for no reason [at home]” or “I will get
mad easily [at home]” were mentioned by some participants. In addition, it appeared that the female
participants who are married and have children tended to vent to their children when they were
overloaded in both work and family domains. For example, in P12’s statement, she said,

Sometimes I had a long day and was very tired. Then, when I got back home, I had to help with my
children’s homework, [...] sometimes I cursed, not cursed, I mean I yelled [at my children], [I would say:] "how
could you still not understand? I have taught you so many times!” with a tone of blame. [...] I became angry
easily when they didn’t know how to do their homework.

And P7, who has a 12-year-old son named N, said, “I became angry, I was mad, mad at N
because I would think that he’s all grown up; why couldn’t he manage himself? I mean, why couldn’t
he manage his time by himself?”

Additionally, the feeling of being an incompetent family member and the inappropriate
behaviours toward family members have caused some participants to have guilty feelings. It appeared
that some participants would feel guilty when they could not fulfil their family responsibilities due
to work demands. For example, P10, who is living with her big sister, daughter, and mother and
works over 66 hours per week, stated,

My child is still young; 1 wish that I could have more time to be with her; everyone would want to spend
more time with their kid; but I just couldn’t do that [because of the work], [...] [although] I asked my big sister
to help me [to take care of my child], but you have to understand, this responsibility, I couldn’t just throw it all
to my sister, right? After all, she is my baby girl!

And P15, whose parents are left-behind elderly, stated,

I feel guilty. I didn’t fulfil the obligation of being their child. All I did was give them money [when I went
back to see them], and it was not even a lot of money, so I feel a little bit guilty.

Some participants felt guilty after venting on their family members due to the experience of
WEC. For example, P11 mentioned that he feels guilty after he vents on his family members because
of the stress at work; he said, “I actually feel very guilty [after I vent on my family members], but I
couldn’t control it.” And a sense of guilt was also evident in P12’s statement; when the researcher
asked her, “How do you feel about venting on your children because you are tired at work?” she
responded,

I thought about it afterwards, and then I realised I shouldn’t act like that, [...] it’s my fault, I should be
gentler, no matter how tired I am, I should adjust my emotions before I help with their (the children) homework.

Theme 6: Struggle to balance. This theme focuses on the outcomes of WFC. Most of the
participants in this study claimed that WFC had negative impacts on both their work domain and
family lives. WEC is like a vicious cycle affecting participants’” work and family domains. This was
evident in P4’s interview; she reported as follows:

There was a period of time when I had lots of tasks [at work]. I slept very late, I became moody, [...] it is
like a vicious cycle, I was in a bad mood because of the stress at work, then because of my mood, I didn’t want
to eat or do other things [at home], then because of that, I was in bad health, then I was sick.

A similar explanation was provided by P12; she stated,

I [usually] get back home [from work] around 8 PM, [...] I only have half an hour for my dinner,
and I feel like my time is very tight every day. [After my dinner], then I have to spend some time
with my kids and help with their homework. Usually, children should go to bed before 10 PM, but
my kids won't go to bed until 11 PM, [...], so I couldn’t go to bed until at least midnight, [...] if you
don’t have enough sleep, you don’t have enough energy [at work].

Some participants claimed that they had to deny opportunities at work to fulfil their family needs.
For example, P2, who is a small business owner and lives with his girlfriend and parents, said,

My girlfriend doesn’t want to live at my home with my parents when I am not there. So, let’s say I have a
business trip; then I must go back home on the same day [...] [can’t go on a business trip that takes more than
one day] is not just a little bit depressing; it’s more like frustration and what a shame [I lost a potential business
opportunity because I can’t go on the business trip].
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In addition, P8, who is a single mom with two children, claimed that the conflict between family
needs and work domain has caused her to lose the development opportunity at work; she said,

After you left your work [because of family needs] for a while, your company would not treat you the same
[when you come back]. I mean, during the period of your leave, lots of opportunities they given to other people.

Last, most of the participants in this study claimed that the WFC has made them become lazy. It
appeared that the overwhelming workload or the emotion at work/family affected the emotions and
behaviours of the participant in another domain. For example, “Don’t want to do housework” was
often mentioned by the married male participants. P1 said, “When I came back home [after work], I
was so tired, I didn’t want to do anything.” In addition, P10, who is the main breadwinner of her
family, said, “I will be affected by their (family members’) emotions; [...]  would feel very depressed
all day [if my family members told me they are in a bad mood], and it would affect my work
performance.”

4. Discussion

The present study explored the WFC phenomenon in China from the standpoint of Aycan’s
(2008) cross-cultural perspective. The findings were consistent with Aycan’s (2008) cultural
perspective; WFC is a relatively subjective phenomenon, and that culture would influence work and
family-related support and demand, thereby affecting the experience of WFC (e.g., Lu & Cooper,
2015; Korabik et al., 2008; Shaffer et al., 2011). Some of the findings are similar to the previous Western
findings (e.g., Choo et al.,, 2016; Innstrand et al., 2010; Roth & David, 2009; Cerrato & Cifre, 2018;
Bakker et al., 2008; Korabik, 2015). L.e., the influence of occupational differences (i.e., long working
hours and flexible working hours, supportive work environment) and gender roles on WFC, the
psychological and emotional response to WFC (i.e., distress, anger, and guilt), and the decrease in
work/family performance due to WEC.

The participants in this study described WEC as just a life experience or just a minor problem in
life. This standpoint toward WFC has led most of the participants to underrate the negative impact
of both types of WEC. However, this attitude towards WFC did not simply mean that WFC has no
negative impact. The negative impacts of WFC on the work domain (e.g., decreased work
performance), family lives (e.g., becoming lazy) and an individual’s well-being (e.g., guilt) were
reported by most of the participants.

Instead, such an attitude has limited participants’ coping strategies with WFC, resulting in most
participants choosing to use an avoidance coping strategy to cope with WFC (e.g., P1 said, “[...] give
it a couple of days, and everything will be fine again”). Subsequently, the negative effect of WFC did
not weaken. Adopting an avoidance coping strategy might be due to the influence of Taoism, which
emphasises that the concept of good and bad is subjective; hence, there is no requirement to take
extreme measures in order to eradicate what is considered bad, since nature will restore the balance
without the need for action (Cheng et al., 2010).

Based on the descriptions of the interviewees, several Chinese cultural values seemed to
influence the experience of WFC in China. The family collectivism orientation in China, such as
strongly valuing the family and the duty of providing care for the family members (Lu & Cooper,
2015), created a strong sense of family that influences the work value of the interviewees, resulting in
interviewees believing that work is one way to improve family wealth, instead of personal
achievement. In addition, such a strong sense of family also influenced the participants’ decision-
making. Most interviewees would rather give up their jobs when experiencing work-family
dilemmas. These findings are similar to those found in Gui and Koropeckyj-Cox’s (2016) study, which
argued that Chinese family values are somewhat in conflict with the development of society. Despite
the development of society, such as globalisation, which has created more opportunities for
employees, family collectivism orientation creates a strong sense of family obligation, forcing
employees to pay more attention to the family domain and hindering them from pursuing greater
personal achievement.
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The family collectivist orientation also seemed to be mixed with other Chinese traditional values
and contributed to the close and supportive relationship between parent and child and between
husband and wife.

The supportive relationship between parent and child was mutual. On the positive side, a help-
seeking coping strategy was spotted being used by most of the interviewees, especially those with
children. Interviewees claimed that their elderly parents would take care of their daily lives and pay
for the daily expenses. In addition, those who have children often ask their elderly parents to take
care of their children when they are at work. Such support from elderly parents not only decreased
the participants’ time needed for family responsibilities but also reduced their cost of living and eased
the worries about family life, consequently decreasing family distress and therefore, minimising the
risk of experiencing WFC (e.g., Lu et al., 2006; Byron, 2005; Direnzo et al., 2011).

On the negative side, the value of filial piety has created a sense of must to support and care for
their elderly parents, which stressed the interviewees out. The participants often mentioned two
factors regarding the stressful feeling of fulfilling filial piety: the time needed to provide care for their
elderly parents and the worry about money. The time required to provide care for elderly parents
might result in an unbalanced time allocation between family and work, thereby leading to FIW (e.g.,
Lu et al., 2006; Korabik et al., 2008). The worry about money can be seen as a lack of financial security.
In other words, filial piety has caused the participants to worry about their financial ability to handle
unexpected costs (e.g., subjective financial insecurity, such as worrying about medical expenses for
elderly parents). Under the feeling of financial insecurity, people tend to feel like they have to focus
on the work domain in order to increase their income, increasing the risk of experiencing WIF (Odle-
Dusseau et al., 2018).

We noticed that the relationship with elderly parents seemed to influence the work/family
factors that related to WFC, resulting in a difference between the findings of this study and previous
Western findings. This seemed to give rise to unique situations affecting WEC. First, elderly parents’
support seemed to moderate the relationship between the number of children and WFC among the
interviewees. Previous Western findings suggested that younger children would require more time
to care, thereby increasing the time needed for child-rearing, which leads to an increase in WFC
(Huffman et al., 2013). In this study, it seemed that because elderly parents would provide care for
their grandchild, parent participants generally reported that they feel more WFC as their children
grow up due to the cost of education and the time needed for help with children’s homework, and
the feeling of distress when the children’s school grade did not meet parental expectations.

Second, many Western studies on the relationship between income and WFC focused on how
income affects the available strategies to cope with FIW. For example, people who have high incomes
can hire a nanny to take care of their children, decreasing the time needed for family responsibilities,
and thereby reducing time-related FIW (Ciabattari, 2007). In contrast, instead of associating income
with coping strategies, most interviewees associated income level with the future, such as worrying
about the future of the family, and being afraid that if they cannot increase their income level, the
experience of WEC would be exacerbated. In other words, income seemed associated with the strain-
based WFC among the participants. This seems to be because elderly parents would provide daily
and financial support to the interviewees. But at the same time, the thought of filial piety has created
a feeling of financial insecurity. Such insecurity increases family strain, thereby leading to strain-
based WFC (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2013; McGinnity & Russell, 2013).

Third, it seemed that the belief in filial piety exacerbated the experience of WFC among the
interviewees with no siblings (i.e., the only child of the family). Most participants claimed that
because they are the only child of the family, they feel more pressure regarding their ability to take
care of elderly parents in the future. Due to the Westernised concept of “family” focusing on the
parents and adult children, there is a dearth of Western studies investigating how being an only child
would affect the experience of WFC. Only one Chinese study (Su & Xing, 2014) that we are aware of
discussed the experience of being an only child, explaining that it increases the risk of having family
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overload. For example, an only child might need to spend more time and energy on caregiving
responsibilities (e.g., eldercare) due to the lack of sibling support, thereby increasing WFC.

Moreover, traditional Chinese thoughts have influenced the relationship between husband and
wife; gender inequality in household chores and childcare responsibility is still distinct in current
Chinese society. This traditional gender role has affected the level of WFC differently for male and
female participants. Based on interviewees’ descriptions, male participants generally reported a
lower level of WEC, whereas female participants reported experiencing a greater WFC due to their
higher level of family responsibilities. This finding of a gender difference in the experience of WFC is
in line with findings from previous studies, which also identified greater WFC for females (e.g.,
Rehman & Roomi, 2012; El-Kassem, 2019).

Additionally, this gender inequality in family responsibilities seemed to mix with the strong
sense of family, creating a one-sided supportive relationship between husband and wife (i.e., the wife
has more family responsibilities and is more willing to take them on). This has the potential to
enhance conflict with workplace culture (e.g., employees have to devote themselves to work fully),
resulting in gender discrimination in the workplace, such as females having fewer hiring and
promotion opportunities (Zhang et al., 2021). This might explain why P8, a single mother, would
report that she felt that she had lost development opportunities due to family matters.

Furthermore, other traditional Chinese thoughts, such as honouring the family and making the
family proud through personal achievement (Xu et al., 2005), seem to contribute to the strong parental
expectations in China. Such an expectation was often associated with the children’s educational
performance (e.g., good grades at school) and reflected increased demands on parents’ time. The
parent participants reported that they had to spend extra hours (e.g., help with children’s homework)
or money (e.g., after-school classes) to improve their children’s educational achievement. This finding
helped to understand why interviewees would feel more WFC as their children grow up. The age of
children appeared to be one of the factors contributing to the disparity in the relationship between
WEC reported among the 16 interviewees in this study and the findings from previous Western
research. Yet, more studies are needed to explore this little-studied issue.

4.1. Limitations and Future Study

This study has three limitations. First, the qualitative data of the present study were collected
via online interview instead of a face-to-face interview, which can provide more information from
the body language of the interviewee (Opdenakker, 2006). However, due to the outbreak of COVID-
19 and the lockdown, a face-to-face interview was not an option, and an online interview was much
safer for both the interviewer and interviewees. Second, the oldest participant (P15, 53 years old) in
this study claimed that his age had changed his view on work (e.g., achievements, goals, etc.), and he
now would not think about work when he is at home. And thereby, he is experiencing less WFC; in
other words, age as a demographic variable might influence the level of WFC. However, due to the
nature of phenomenology research (Creswell, 2013), some of the demographic variables (e.g., age)
that might affect the experience of WFC were not considered in this study if they could not be
clustered into a theme. Third, due to the nature of the qualitative study, the relationship between the
WEC and its antecedent/consequence cannot be verified (Casares & White, 2018). However, the
findings provided insight into how the Chinese culture has affected the experience of the WFC
phenomenon among the sixteen participants. A quantitative study is encouraged to further verify the
accuracy of the findings of the present study.

4.2. Contribution to WFC Literature

The findings of this study have several contributions to the existing WFC literature. First, this
study provides deep insight into how Chinese employees experience WFC and has broadened the
understanding of the WFC phenomenon in the Chinese cultural setting. And to the researcher’s
knowledge, the present study is one of the first to use a phenomenological approach to researching
WEC in China.
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Second, most previous WFC studies were conducted in Western countries; this study explored
the WEC phenomenon in China and described how people with a traditional Chinese cultural
background experienced WFC. Although most of the findings are in line with previous Western
studies, some differences between the Western countries and China in the experience of WFC were
found; in addition, the findings suggested the relevant factors (e.g., the sense of guilt, being the only
child, parental expectation, filial piety) that related to WFC in China, which provide a direction for
the future WFC studies in China and in other Confucian heritage countries in Asia.

Lastly, the differences between the findings of the present study and the previous Western WEC
findings have highlighted the necessity of further investigating WFC in different cultural settings and
that selecting Western-developed WFC theories or findings should be cautious, since they might not
be suitable for different cultural backgrounds.

4.3. Implications of the Present Study

The findings of this study indicated that due to the increased prevalence of the experience of the
WEC phenomenon in China, participants started to normalise the WFC phenomenon and ignore its
negative consequences. Although participants generally received a certain degree of support from
their elderly parents because of the influence of traditional Chinese culture, which has helped to ease
the WFC. However, such support seemed to be only at a material and physical level. Wallace (2005)
pointed out that emotional support can improve individuals’ well-being and might decrease the
WEC’s negative psychological impact. Thus, in addition to seeking material or physical support from
family members, individuals should also seek emotional support from family members and/or
supervisor/co-worker through communication; on the other hand, family members and colleagues
could show emotional support through listening to and empathising with the individual when they
are experiencing distress events, such as WEC (e.g., Greene & Burleson, 2008; Mathieu et al., 2019).

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, this study openly explored and provided insight into the WFC phenomenon in
contemporary Chinese society. The attitude towards WFC (i.e., just a lived experience) and the strong
sense of family responsibility (i.e., family come first) seem to affect the experience of WFC and its
coping strategy. In addition, the experience of WFC also seems to be associated with the thought of
filial piety, parental expectation, financial insecurity, whether one is the only child of the family, the
health of family members, a friendly work environment (i.e., schedule flexibility and supervisor and
co-worker support), family support (i.e., spouse, sibling, and elder parents support), income level,
gender, and work/family-related distress, emotion (i.e., guilt, anger), performance, and well-being.
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