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Abstract

Over recent decades, there have been dramatic structural and demographic changes 

to work and family roles in industrialised countries, with a significant increase in 

maternal employment levels. Given that women today are having children later than in 

previous generations (ABS, 2006c) many women are committed to and are often well 

established in their chosen career path when they start a family. The aim of the current 

programme of research was to link the work-family interface and career development 

literature, by exploring the relationship between psychological health and factors related 

to the career development of mothers in paid employment. This area of research has been 

a largely neglected area of study.

The first study examined role strain and psychological well-being of mothers in 

paid employment in relation to their career commitment. Role strain occurs in individuals 

as a result of a perceived difficulty in meeting multiple role demands (Duxbury & 

Higgins, 1994; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Small & Riley, 1990). Role strain was 

measured using four individual variables: role overload, work-to-family interference, 

family-to-work interference and internal role conflict. Psychological well-being was 

assessed using three individual variables: psychological distress, perceived stress and 

coping, and global life satisfaction. Career commitment was operationalised as the 

psychological attachment to a specific career/vocation and ambition for advancement to a 

higher level (Arnold, 1990; Aryee & Tan, 1992; Balshaw & Grant, 1994).

The second broader study examined career-related variables other than career 

commitment and the relation to psychological health (role strain and psychological well
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being). These other career-related variables were career stage, career withdrawal 

intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, career priority, 

supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule flexibility. A focus of the 

second study was the career-related variable of career stage.

Thus, two research questions linking role strain, psychological well-being and 

career-related variables for mothers in paid employment guided the overall research, the 

first emphasising psychological health and career commitment and the second examining 

psychological health and other career-related variables.

In order to address these two questions, 407 mothers in paid employment, with 

children aged six years and younger completed surveys. They came from a total of 84 

Gold Coast childcare centres.

The findings of the first study provided support for the importance of the career 

commitment construct for mothers in paid employment. Contrary to expectations, 

mothers categorised with higher levels of career commitment reported experiencing 

higher overall psychological well-being and lower role strain than mothers categorised 

with lower levels of career commitment. Lower levels of role strain, particularly role 

overload and internal role conflict were also found to predict a reduction in overall 

psychological well-being. Career commitment did not contribute to the prediction of 

overall psychological well-being. In relation to these findings, support was found for the 

role strain theory (Goode, 1960; 1974) and partially for social identity theory (Ashforth & 

Mael, 1989; Prone et ah, 1995, 2002; Noor, 2004).

In the second study, the correlations between career-related variables, role strain 

(and its subscales) and psychological well-being (and its subscales) were mixed, with all
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significant correlations considered to be low. Role strain was found to be higher in the 

initial career stage of exploration (under two years career tenure) than in the later career 

stages. Levels of psychological well-being were not significantly different across career 

stages. Results of the hierarchical regression analysis indicated that career satisfaction 

and perceived work schedule flexibility improved role strain’s prediction of overall 

psychological well-being, so that higher levels of career satisfaction and perceived work 

schedule flexibility and lower levels of role strain predicted higher levels of overall 

psychological well-being.

The role of career-related variables in the psychological health of mothers in paid 

employment requires further investigation. The findings in this study have indicated that 

although social identity theory and the role strain theories continue to offer valuable 

insights into the experiences attached to multiple role involvement, the consideration of 

more comprehensive work-family interface models acknowledging career developmental 

issues applicable to women are necessary.

As there is the recognition of employees as a valuable resource (Pfeffer, 1994) 

and an acknowledgement of the impact that role strain and psychological well-being can 

have on individuals, Australian organisations should make a concerted effort to assist 

parents in managing work and family demands, in order to maximise performance 

(Tompson & Wemer, 1997) and also to minimise role strain and maximise psychological 

well-being for workers via the establishment and encouragement of flexible work 

practices (Bedeian et ah, 1988; Parasuraman, Greenhaus & Granrose, 1992; Rice, Prone 

& Me Farlin, 1992; Sekaran, 1983; Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Williams & Alliger, 1994). 

Given the current research findings that firstly, higher levels of role strain were reported



by mothers at earlier career stages and secondly, lower levels of psychological well-being 

and higher levels of role strain were reported by mothers at mothers categorised with 

lower levels of career commitment, the implementation of programmes (work-family 

balance) and strategies should be aimed at employees at all hierarchical organisational 

echelons.

The present research has highlighted some important findings on the effects that 

multiple role involvement have on women’s psychological health and women’s career 

development. An important finding from the current research is the significance for 

mothers in paid employment, of having satisfying careers and access to work schedule 

flexibility in order to assist in balancing their work and family life. More research is still 

needed in the work-family interface on just how multiple roles can be managed

Mothers’ role strain, psychological well-being and careers v

effectively.
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1
CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

Overview: Women and Work in Australia

A significant phenomena in the late Twentieth and early Twenty-first centuries has 

included the dramatic structural and demographic changes to the work and family roles of 

men and women worldwide, particularly in the industrialised countries. The changes that 

have affected family and work roles and their interrelationships for a large percentage of the 

population (Prone, 2003) have included increases in dual and single earner families, divorce 

rates, life expectancy, families attending to child and elder care, and the number of women 

participating in the workforce (ABS, 1998; ABS, 2002; ABS, 2003; ABS, 2006c).

In the early Twentieth century the dominant family arrangement was the traditional 

male breadwinner, in which men went to work to financially support the family and women 

attended to household and family-related tasks with no (or minimal) participation in paid 

employment (Evans, 1996). In more recent times there has been a shift away from this 

traditional family structure (Blau, Ferber & Winker, 2002; Russell & Bowman, 2000), with 

women encouraged and often required to combine careers, parenthood and marriage 

(Schwartz, 1992). The dual-earner couple is the current dominant family arrangement in 

Australia, making up 60% of couple families with dependent children (under the age of 15) 

(ABS, 2006a). Women, including those with children, constitute a large part of the Australian 

workforce, comprising 45% of the total labour force, with 53% of females aged 15 years and 

over involved in paid employment (ABS, 2006c). Women with young children have 

increased their involvement in the workforce, with 22% of mothers of pre-school aged 

children participating in paid employment in 1969 (ABS, 1998), that has more than doubled 

to 45% of women by 2006 (ABS, 2006c).

The rise of women in the workforce has been encouraged by work-related trends, such 

as a growth in service industries and a decrease in both production industries and manual
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work (ABS, 1998; ABS, 2006c). There has also been an increase in the availability of part- 

time and casual work, with 46% of the total number of females in paid employment working 

on a part-time basis (ABS 2006b). Various legislative rulings that have supported equal 

opportunities in employment in Australia (ABS, 1998) have contributed to the increase of 

women in the labour force and have included the elimination of marriage bars in the 

Commonwealth Public Service (1967), the Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration 

Commission rulings for equal pay for equal work for both men and women (1969), the Sex 

Discrimination Act (1984) and the Affirmative Action (Equal Opportunity for Women) Act 

(1986).

Other social and personal factors playing a part in the rise of women in the workforce 

include the growing trends to delay childbearing and reduce family size (ABS 2006a), which 

have been made possible by the improved accessibility to and reliability of safe, effective and 

easily administered contraceptive methods (ABS, 2002). Also contributing to the delay in 

having children is the slower rate at which young adults (25 years old and under) are gaining 

economic independence compared to previous generations, as suggested by the increasing 

numbers of young adults in post-school education and/or residing in the parental home (ABS, 

1998).

Women, today, are more likely to be between the ages of 30 and 34 years old before 

having children compared to their mothers, who were in their twenties (ABS, 2003). The 

employment rate for women in the main childbearing years of 25 to 34 years has increased 

from 47% to 67% between 1979 and 2004 (ABS, 2006c). In particular, the labour force 

participation of women aged 25 to 29 years old has risen over a 30 year period from 39% in 

1971 to 73% in 2001 (ABS, 2003; ABS, 2005). Women today are, therefore, more likely to 

embark into parenthood after having established themselves in a job or career, that is after 

having had approximately ten to fifteen years in the workforce.
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Simultaneously with the rise of mothers participating in employment, there has been a 

substantial growth in childcare services offered to families in Australia (ABS, 2001). The 

expansion in childcare services, the decrease in family size, as well as the increase in part- 

time and casual employment opportunities has led to a decline, not only in the number of 

women taking career interruptions to rear children, but also shorter lengths of time devoted to 

career interruptions (ABS, 1998).

For many women, the combination of working in paid employment alongside child 

rearing has become more attractive, as well as more viable, with a relaxation in attitudes 

towards maternal employment (Bradley, 2002; Gill & Muller, 1997; Duxbury & Higgins, 

1994; Nieva & Gutek, 1981). The attainment of higher education levels by women (ABS, 

2006c) have contributed to the expectation of devoting much of one’s life to work (Cotton, 

Antill & Cunningham, 1990) and many women continue with, or return to employment after 

a career interruption to rear children. Their continuation of, or return to employment is often 

for reasons other than financial survival, such as continuation of their pursuit of their career 

goals and a high level of commitment to the work role (Matzeder & Krieshok, 1995).

Concurrent with a rise in maternal employment and the changing social perceptions of 

gender roles, parenthood and work identity (Beach, 1989) has been an increasing emphasis 

placed upon research on the work-family interface. This previous research has predominantly 

focussed on the influence of career interruptions and multiple role involvement on career 

advancement, the interrelationships between work and family domains (Higgins, Duxbury & 

Lee., 1994; Me Kenna, 1997; Ragins & Sundstrom, 1989; Tharenou, 1997) and the 

precursors and outcomes of the conflict between work and family roles (Duxbury & Higgins, 

1994; Frone, Russell & Cooper, 1992b). Today, the interaction between work and family life 

is of great interest and the source of much popular debate for researchers and practitioners in 

the social sciences, as well as government departments, organisations, human resource 

management bodies and the general community.

Given the backdrop of social and workplace change, mothers today are often expected
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to maintain co-existing occupational and domestic roles. That is, they are encouraged to 

advance their careers, whilst simultaneously meeting family needs and domestic obligations 

(Shwartzberg & Dytell, 1996). Although many women expect to have family and domestic 

responsibilities (Russo & Denmark, 1984) and it is assumed that they do allow to some 

degree for such obligations when making career choices, the real implications of balancing 

work and family life, become apparent in the actual context of the day-to-day experiences 

associated with multiple role obligations (Osipow & Fitzgerald, 1996).

The present research aimed to contribute to the literature on work-family interface and 

career development by examining the potential links between factors related to the careers of 

Australian women, particularly mothers in paid employment, and the work-family interface 

with attention to psychological health. In examining the psychological health of mothers, the 

current research focussed on the constructs of role strain and psychological well-being. For 

the purpose of this research, role strain was defined as “the felt difficulty in meeting role 

demands in the context of a total role system that is overdemanding (Goode, 1960), the stress 

created when a person has difficulty complying with role expectations (Burr, Leigh, Day & 

Constantine, 1979), and worries about adequately meeting work and family obligations” 

(Bohen-Viveros-Long, 1981; cited in Voydanoff, 2002, p. 150). The role strain construct 

consisted of four individual variables of role overload, work-to-family interference, family- 

to-work interference and internal role conflict. The psychological well-being construct 

consisted of three individual variables of psychological distress, perceived stress and coping, 

and global life satisfaction. Career-related variables studied in this research were: career 

commitment, career stage, career withdrawal intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility 

of one’s present job, career priority, supervisor support for career and perceived work 

schedule flexibility.

Mothers in paid employment with children under the age of six years of age were 

chosen as the sample group to be studied in the current research, as there is an increase of 

mothers with young children in the workforce (ABS, 2004) and there is a high degree of
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work and family stress reported by mothers with greater family responsibilities (Gerstel & 

Gallagher, 1993; Higgins et al., 1994; Mikolaj & Boggs, 1991), particularly when there is the 

presence of young children (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1986; Kinnunen & Mauno, 1998; 

Parasuraman, Greenhaus, & Granrose, 1992; Swanson, Power & Simpson, 1998; Voydanoff, 

1988).

The next section addresses the aims, objectives and research questions that guided the 

current programme of research.

Aims, Objectives and Research Questions

The aim of the current research was to link the work-family interface and career 

development literature, by exploring the relationship between Australian mothers’ 

psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) and factors related to their 

career development.

Given that women today are having children later than in previous generations, many 

women have commenced and are often well established on a career path when they start a 

family. There is, however, minimal literature examining the relationship between the 

psychological health of mothers and factors relevant to their careers, such as levels of career 

commitment and career stage, including within the Australian context.

Two objectives were proposed in order to achieve the overall aim of this research, as 

well as to satisfy a gap in the literature. Based on a sample of mothers with young children 

who were in paid employment, these objectives were to examine whether there were:

1. Relationships between career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being.

2. Relationships between career stage, as well as other career-related variables (viz., 

career withdrawal intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, career 

priority, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule flexibility), role strain 

and psychological well-being.

In order to achieve the overall aim and meet the research objectives, two research 

questions linking role strain, psychological well-being and career-related variables guided the
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overall research. The first research question, addressed in study 1, asked: Is there a 

relationship between career commitment, psychological well-being and role strain for 

mothers in paid employment? The second 4-5, addressed in study 2, asked: Is there a 

relationship between role strain, psychological well-being and other career-related variables 

for mothers in paid employment?

There is a great need for research on multiple role involvement and factors related to 

the careers of mothers in paid employment, as demonstrated next.

Value of Research on Multiple Role Involvement and Factors Related to the Careers of

Mothers in Paid Employment

The relationship between women’s careers and the work-family interface has not been 

well addressed in either career development or the work-family interface literature. Seven 

principal reasons why research on mothers and their work/careers is of value are: (a) the 

significant proportion of women with children in paid employment, (b) current political 

policies and government legislative changes affecting families, (c) the current popular debate 

of the nature of the Australian workforce and the participation of mothers in the labour 

market, (d) organisations’ responsiveness to work-family policies and practices, (e) changing 

family values, (f) changing business needs and organisational practices, and (g) recognition 

of the overlap between the domains of family and work (ABS, 2004; ABS, 2006a; ABS, 

2006b; ABS, 2006c; AIRC, Workplace Relations Act 1996, updated 8th August, 2005). The 

relevance and magnitude of these issues for mothers, their employers and families on a 

practical level suggests that the investigation of factors related to women’s careers and 

multiple role involvement is a crucial area of study.

There is ample evidence to support the view that employment is beneficial to 

individuals’ general mental health (Murphy & Athanasou, 1999). However, most research has 

also found that the beneficial effects of employment can be undermined when there are 

perceived difficulties in meeting the overly heavy demands of both work and family, due to 

the constraints of time, energy and resources (Barnett & Hyde, 2001; Duxbury, 2003; Klumb
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& Lambert, 2004). In particular, for many mothers the adoption of the paid worker role has 

been found to have a detrimental effect on their general mental health (Aneshensel, 1986; 

Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; MacEwan & Barling, 1994; Shwartzberg & Dytell, 1996). Given 

that women, including those with children constitute a significant proportion of the 

Australian labour force (ABS, 2006c), an understanding of the impact of multiple role 

involvement upon individuals’ mental health is essential, in order to address the relevant 

issues on individual, family, organisational and governmental levels.

Further research on career commitment is also needed, particularly in relation to 

multiple role incumbents. Organisations have been undergoing significant changes in their 

structures and operations, due to increases in turnover and company takeovers, reductions 

length of job tenure and the development of the less secure relationship between employee 

and employer (Snape & Redman, 2003). The traditional organisational career, in which 

individuals remain working within a specific organisation for the entirety of their career, is no 

longer commonplace, but a rather rare phenomenon (Cappelli, 1999; Nussbaum, 1991). 

Hence, there has been a shift from individuals’ commitment to a particular organisation to 

that of the stability of their career (Johnson, 1996; Reilly, Brett & Stroh, 1993). As well as 

contending with the instability of the workplace, women often take time out of the workforce 

for child rearing, which can significantly impact upon the development of their careers.

Given the large number of mothers in paid employment and the increased likelihood of 

being more established in a particular career path at the time they enter parenthood, compared 

to women of past generations, there is a need for research on the commitment of mothers to 

their careers. Similarly, there is also a need for concurrent research on the relationship 

between psychological health and other career-related factors that may be associated with 

career commitment, such as career stage, career withdrawal intentions, expected utility of 

present job, career satisfaction, supervisor support for career, perceived work schedule 

flexibility and career priority. Therefore, although there is ample support for the connection 

between role strain and psychological well-being for multiple role incumbents, there is also a
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need for research examining the impact of career-related factors on mothers’ psychological 

health.

The next section provides an outline of the structure of this thesis.

Thesis Outline

The first chapter of this thesis provided an overview of women and work in Australia, 

as well as the more recent structural and demographic changes to work and family roles. A 

statement about the value of research investigating women’s careers and the work-family 

interface, the effects of multiple role involvement on mothers’ psychological health (role 

strain and psychological well-being), as well as the potential impact of career-related factors 

such as career commitment and career stage, on mothers’ psychological health was also 

made.

The aim of the second chapter was to provide a review of the relevant empirical and 

theoretical work-family interface and career development literature. In order to address the 

research questions posed by this research, this chapter commences by offering a synthesis and 

analysis of existing research on multiple role involvement for mothers in paid employment 

and outlines the theoretical viewpoints of role strain and role enhancement. The individual 

components of role strain (role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work 

interference and internal role conflict) examined in this research are then presented. Also 

addressed the psychological well-being of mothers with young children who are in paid 

employment, through a description of previous research in this area. The individual 

psychological well-being variables (psychological distress, perceived stress and coping and 

global life satisfaction) examined in the present research follows. Career-related variables, 

such as career commitment and career stage, as well as career withdrawal intentions, 

expected utility of one’s present job, career satisfaction, supervisor support for career, 

perceived work schedule flexibility and career priority are then addressed. This is followed 

by an examination of the relationship between the career-related variables and multiple role 

involvement, namely psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) for
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mothers with young children. Social identity theory as a viewpoint linking some career- 

related variables such as career commitment and career withdrawal intentions with role strain 

and psychological well-being is presented. The second chapter concludes by presenting the 

research questions addressed in each of the two studies.

Chapter Three presents the first study and commences with an overview, which 

investigates the links between career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being 

for mothers in paid employment. The overview is followed by the methodology, results and 

discussion of this first study. Chapter 4 presents the second study and commences with an 

overview, followed by the methodology, results and discussion. Study 2 expanded upon study 

1, by examining other career-related variables than career commitment (viz., career stage, 

career withdrawal intentions, expected utility of one’s present job, career satisfaction, 

supervisor support for career, perceived work schedule flexibility and career priority) and 

their relationships to psychological health for multiple role incumbents.

Chapter Five offers an integration of the results of the research, articulating the main 

findings, conveying the contributions that the research outcomes offer the work-family 

interface and career development literature, as well as addressing the implications of the 

results for individuals, families and organisations. This chapter concludes with a discussion 

of the limitations of this research and offers recommendations for future research. Additional 

information relevant to this research such as explanatory letters, the research questionnaire 

and statistical analyses, is provided in the appendices.
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CHAPTER 2

MULTIPLE ROLE INVOLVEMENT, PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING AND 

CAREER-RELATED VARIABLES 

Multiple Role Involvement

For individuals in paid employment, work and family represent the most important 

life domains (Bielby, 1992; Burke, 1987; Prone & Rice, 1987; Howard, 1992; Kelly & Kelly, 

1994), with a life domain defined as “a component of life associated with particular places, 

things, activities, people, social roles, or elements of the self-concept” (Andrews & Withey, 

1976 cited in Rice, Me Farlin, Hunt & Near, 1985). A large body of research exploring the 

work-family interface has suggested that the influences between work and family domains 

are interconnected (Adams, King & King, 1996; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1986).

Over recent decades, interest in the work-family interface has gained a rise in 

theoretical and practical significance across an array of academic disciplines (e.g., 

psychology, sociology, law and economics), as well as the popular press, organisational 

analysts, legislative and government bodies (Gudmundsson, 2003). A consequence of interest 

from diverse disciplines, however, is that studies on the work/family relationship are largely 

atheoretical and driven by practical concerns and issues for families, organisations and 

governments (Gudmundsson).

Three distinct directions in work-family research have been identified (Gudmundsson, 

2003). Firstly and more recently, however to a lesser degree, some studies have been 

investigating work-family balance, that is, “the extent to which an individual is equally 

engaged in and equally satisfied with his or her work and family role” (Greenhaus, Collins & 

Shaw, 2003, p. 513). Another area of study has been examining the linking mechanisms 

proposed to explain the relationships between the work, family and individual outcomes. The 

third area of investigation has been focussing on the consequences, and to a lesser degree, the 

antecedents of multiple role involvement from the perspective of the enhancement or
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conflict/strain frameworks. This current programme of research fits within the latter two 

areas of research interest, involving the examination of the relationship between career- 

related factors and psychological health of mothers in paid employment, as well as the 

consequences of multiple role involvement.

The next section addresses the linking mechanisms between work and family roles.

Linking Mechanisms between Work and Family Domains

In earlier work-family interface research, models to describe the processes involved in 

the role interaction and the linking mechanisms between work and family domains have 

primarily focussed on five main viewpoints: segmentation, integration, compensation, 

spillover, and resource drain. These five models have been reported to contribute in differing 

degrees to psychological health constructs, particularly the multiple role involvement-related 

construct of role strain.

Segmentation holds the assumption that individuals can compartmentalise competing 

roles, so that the demands of work and family life do not influence one another (Burke & 

Greenglass, 1987; Lambert, 1990; Zedeck, 1992), engendering the notion of the “myth of the 

separate worlds” (Kanter, 1977 cited in Ashforth, et al., 2000, p. 487). Researchers have 

demonstrated that complete segmentation is rare with work and family regarded as 

interrelated domains (Ashforth et al., 2000; Voyandoff, 1987). The integration model is at the 

opposite end of the continuum from role segmentation and is denoted by roles that are weakly 

differentiated. Therefore, highly integrated roles have similar identities and context, as well 

as overlap in geographical location and membership of the role (Ashforth et al., 2000), for 

example, when an individual works at home or in a family business. The compensation model 

of work and family relationships postulates that the roles are interrelated in a 

counterbalancing manner (Greenglass & Burke, 1988). Therefore, dissatisfaction or setbacks 

in one domain can be counteracted by satisfaction or achievements in another domain 

(Barnett & Baruch, 1985; Repetti & Crosby, 1984; Thoits, 1983), that is, by either increasing
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participation in a satisfying domain and reducing participation in a less satisfying domain, or 

by offseting dissatisfactions or setbacks in one domain by pursuing rewards in another 

domain (Ashforth et al., 2000; Lambert, 1990). The spillover model assumes that changes in 

one role will result in a parallel change in the other role, so that positive or negative affect, 

values, skills and behaviours carry over or spillover from one role to the other (Ashforth et 

al., 2000; Leiter & Dump, 1996). The majority of studies favour the spillover model, with the 

predominant assumption that the bidirectional spillover effect is negative (Kossek & Ozeki, 

1998). Finally, the resource drain model, which is also favoured in the literature (Bartolome 

& Evans, 1979; Edwards and Rothbard, 2000; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Home, 1997; 

Walls et al, 2001) posits a negative relationship between work and family domains, so that 

the utilisation of resources of time, energy and attention in one domain erodes the amount of 

resources available for use in the other domain.

These models describing the role interaction processes and linking mechanisms have 

been criticised as having been derived post hoc, with the intent to uncover the sole 

mechanism that best describes the relationship between work and family (Frone, 2003; 

Lambert, 1990). Individually, none of the models has been found to provide a useful 

conceptual basis for understanding the work-family interface. Empirical evidence has 

suggested that all of the linking mechanisms may be operating simultaneously and in 

differing degrees (Frone, 2003). The work-family interface literature has established that 

work and family are related to one another, yet the nature of the relationship remains unclear. 

The work-family interface literature has not been able to predict under what conditions, or for 

whom various linking mechanisms may occur (Gudmundsson, 2003; Zedeck, 1992), for 

example, when there is spillover between work and family or when roles may counterbalance 

each other (compensation).

Given the complexity of this area of research and the numerous unanswered 

questions, this current research aims to explore the links between career-related variables and

12
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the psychological health of mothers in paid employment. Thereby contributing to the more 

recent body of work-family interface literature, which has taken on a more integrative, 

dynamic and complex view by representing several linking mechanisms concurrently, as well 

as highlighting the reciprocal relationships between work and family (Prone, 2003; Prone, 

Yardley, et al., 1997).

Role Strain and Role Enhancement Viewpoints

Research that has investigated the type of effect, in regards to the interplay between 

occupational and domestic domains, has proposed that multiple role involvement either has a 

positive (facilitating) or a negative (conflicting) impact on individuals’ general well-being 

(Prone, 2003). These two contrasting viewpoints are highlighted in the role enhancement 

(Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987) and the role strain theories (Goode, 1960). These opposing 

viewpoints are based on whether the possibilities for fulfilment and reward attached to 

involvement in simultaneous roles exceed the costs, thereby leading to an enhanced general 

well-being (role enhancement theory), or whether meeting the responsibilities and 

expectations of work and family roles depletes well-being by draining a person’s time and 

energy resources (role strain theory). An objective of this present research was to examine the 

relationship between meeting the requirements of multiple roles with psychological well

being and factors relevant to individuals’ careers.

The following sections address the benefits of multiple role involvement, the 

disadvantages of multiple role involvement and the interaction of the two opposing 

viewpoints of role strain and role enhancement. Of the multiple role involvement theories, 

this thesis emphasises the role strain theory.

The Benefits of Multiple Role Involvement

The role enhancement school of thought, on the impact of involvement in a 

multiplicity of roles on psychological health, emphasises net positive gains. This viewpoint 

proposes that involvement in several roles can create alternative opportunities, through which
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an individual can achieve goals and attain gratification. The work role offers opportunities for 

satisfaction and achievement, as well as having inherent benefits, such as privileges, status, 

and improved self-esteem. Role quality, for example, role satisfaction, workplace practices 

and earnings are considered to be more important than the number of roles occupied (Barnett 

& Hyde, 2001). The rewards obtained from participation in a number of roles are considered 

to outweigh and annul any role conflict or overload arising from fulfilling the requirements of 

multiple roles (Seiber, 1974).

In the work-family interface literature, improvements in well-being are highlighted in 

such concepts and viewpoints as: role enhancement (Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987), role 

accumulation (Sieber, 1974), role expansion (Marks, 1977), the expansion hypothesis 

(Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987), work-family role enhancement (Voydanoff, 2002), positive 

work-family spillover and work-family facilitation (Prone, 2003; Grzywacz & Marks, 2000).

There is some earlier empirical evidence to support the viewpoint that individuals 

who engage in multiple roles report higher levels of psychological well-being and lower 

levels of physical and stress-related mental health problems, than do individuals who devote 

themselves predominantly to family life (Amatea & Fong, 1991; Barnett & Marshall, 1993; 

Cooke & Rousseau, 1984; Crosby & Jaskar, 1993; Noor, 1995; Pearlin, 1975; Radloff, 1977; 

Rosenfield, 1980; Russo and Zierk, 1992; Simons, 1992; Thoits, 1992; Verbrugge, 1983; 

Wethington & Kessler, 1989). Cooper and Davidson (1982) found that mothers in paid 

employment were able to synthesise work and family demands, due to high levels of 

organisational skill and an ability to follow schedules effectively, enabling them to spend 

more time with their families. Crosby (1982) reported that multiple role incumbents had a 

higher degree of job satisfaction, with the domestic role considered to offset deficiencies 

encountered in the occupational role, due to an ability to place work issues into perspective 

successfully.



The enhancement model supports the compensation model of the relationship (or 

linking mechanism) between work and family life, with dissatisfaction or failure in one 

domain counteracted by positive rewards from another domain (Barnett & Baruch, 1985; 

Repetti & Crosby, 1984; Thoits, 1983) and the spillover model with positive spillover 

occurring between roles (Hanson, Hammer & Colton, 2006).

Several mediating and moderating processes have been considered to contribute to the 

beneficial effects of multiple role involvement, namely, buffering (successes and satisfactions 

in one role buffered by the negative effects of stress or failure in another role), added income, 

social support, opportunities to experience success, expanded frame of reference, increased 

self-complexity, increased similarity of experiences for both genders and gender-role 

ideology (Barnett & Hyde, 2001). In a more recent review, however, Prone (2003) stated that 

no firm conclusions could be made in respect to the concept of facilitative interaction 

between work and family domains, as little conceptual or empirical attention had been given 

to the understanding of the putative causal antecedents, processes and outcomes of work- 

family facilitation.

In the current research, the relationship between career-related variables and the 

psychological health of mothers in paid employment is examined, in order to determine 

whether there are benefits/disadvantages related to career-related variables. The next section 

presents the disadvantages of multiple role involvement

The Disadvantages of Multiple Role Involvement

Examination of the implications and outcomes of multiple role involvement on 

psychological health has been a well-examined theme in the work-family interface literature 

(Gudmundsson, 2003), with research dominated by the role strain perspective of multiple role 

incumbency. Goode’s (1960, 1974) theory of role strain (also known as the scarcity 

hypothesis; Baruch & Barnett, 1985) proposes that role strain occurs in individuals as a result 

of a perceived difficulty in meeting multiple role demands, due to limitations on time, energy

15



j

and psychological resources (Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Small 

& Riley, 1990). Role demands include: the expectations, commitments, responsibilities, 

requirements and duties related to performance in a given domain (Mesmer-Magmus & 

Viswesvaran, 2005; Netmeyer, Boles & Me Murrian, 1996). Role strain has been 

operationalised as the aversive, affective consequences of cognitive appraisals of difficulties 

experienced, that is “the felt difficulty in meeting role demands in the context of a total role 

system that is overdemanding (Goode, 1960), the stress created when a person has difficulty 

complying with role expectations (Burr, Leigh, Day & Constantine, 1979), and worries about 

adequately meeting work and family obligations” (Bohen-Viveros-Long, 1981; cited in 

Voydanoff, 2002, p. 150).

In previous generations, women tended to meet work and family obligations 

sequentially (Cook, 1993; Gutek,et al., 1991), choosing to interrupt participation in the 

workforce for child-bearing and child-rearing (Roberts & Newton, 1987). A more recent 

trend has been to add the work role to their already existing domestic and family roles, 

thereby attempting to satisfy the demands of each role simultaneously, rather than surrender 

responsibilities or reduce involvement in a particular role (Bernard, 1975). Consistent with 

gender-based normative expectations, household tasks (Duxbury & Higgins, 1991; 

Greenhause, Bedeian & Mosser, 1987; Shamir, 1986) and childcare (Hertz & Charlton, 1989; 

Lennon, Wasserman & Allen, 1991) continues to be considered as a woman’s primary role, 

despite her employment status (ABS, 1994; Feree, 1990; Greenhause et al., 1987; 

Martikainen, 1994; Muller, 1999; Noor, 1995; Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 1993;

Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001; Sullivan, 1992; Thompson & Walker, 1989).

In attempts to fulfil the obligations of multiple role involvement, a great amount of 

research has demonstrated that mothers in paid employment are experiencing role strain 

(Bradley, 2002; Duxbury, 2003; Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Frone & Rice 1987; Gill & 

Muller, 1997; Greenhaus, Parasuranam, Granrose, Rabinowitz & Beutell, 1989; Guelzow,

16
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Bird & Koball, 1991). Exposure to stressors, as well as a heightened vulnerability to 

experience impaired psychological and physical well-being has been found to arise as a result 

of the cumulative demands of occupational and family roles (Bhagat, Lindholm, McQuaid & 

Segovis, 1985; DeCieri et ah, 2003; Goode, 1960; Goode, 1974; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 

1986; Marlow, 1983; Nelson, Quick, Hitt & Moesel, 1990; Patchner, 1982; Sekaran, 1983; 

Verbrugge, 1986). Vulnerabilities to stress and greater conflict between work and family 

domains have been found to be affected by the extent and type of family responsibilities 

(Gerstel & Gallagher, 1993; Higgins, Duxbury & Lee, 1994; Mikolaj & Boggs, 1991), such 

as the number of children living in a household and the age of the youngest child (Greenhaus 

& Kopelman, 1981; Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1986; Higgins et ah, 1994; Kinnunen & 

Mauno, 1998; Lewis & Cooper, 1983; Parasuraman, Greenhaus, & Granrose, 1992; Staines 

& Connor, 1980; Swanson, Power & Simpson, 1998; Voydanoff, 1988).

In summary, the affective consequences of role strain occur, firstly, when there is 

difficulty meeting the cumulative demands of balancing work and family requirements due to 

time, energy and resource constraints, and secondly, when demands from one sphere, be it 

family or work intrudes on, conflicts with and/or affects performance in the other sphere. 

(Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Gutek et ah, 1991; Higgins et al, 1994; MacEwan & Barling 

1994: Voydanoff, 2002). An aim of this research was to expand upon previous research and 

examine the relationship of role strain with psychological well-being and career-related 

variables for mothers in paid employment.

Role Enhancement and Role Strain: The Expansionist Theory of Multiple Role Involvement

The viewpoint of role enhancement, which highlights the benefits, and the opposing 

viewpoint of role strain, which emphasises the disadvantages of multiple role involvement 

may not be mutually exclusive as previously considered (Barnett & Hyde, 2001). The number 

and nature of the roles an individual is involved in, as well as the time and energy needed to 

satisfy role requirements could be indicative of whether there is a negative or positive effect



associated with multiple role involvement. The theoretical viewpoint that incorporates both 

role strain and role enhancement viewpoints has been referred to as the expansionist theory 

(Barnett & Hyde, 2001).

The actual subgroups of women, who benefit from paid employment, under what 

conditions, as well as, the processes that facilitate gains obtained from participation in 

employment remains of interest to researchers. A limitation in previous research addressing 

links between work and family has been the lack of attention to career-related variables (e.g., 

career commitment and career stage) as potential beneficial or detrimental contributors to the 

effects of multiple role involvement. The current research aimed to redress this gap by 

examining subgroups of mothers with young children, in order to determine whether there 

were differences in psychological health based on career-related factors, such as career 

commitment and career stage.

The next section presents the role strain construct and the individual components of 

role strain, that is, role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference 

and internal role conflict.

Role Strain

Although the role enhancement viewpoint advocates the beneficial effects of 

employment on the psychological health of mothers in paid employment, the main findings in 

the work-family interface literature is that effects of multiple role incumbency are 

predominantly detrimental to psychological and physical health (Duxbury, 2003; Greenhaus, 

& Parasuranam, 1986; Greenhaus, et al., 1989; Prone, Barnes & Farrell, 1994; Prone, Yardley 

& Markel, 1997). Hence, role strain theory (Goode, 1960; 1974) has been the predominant 

theory applied to the study of multiple role incumbents. Given the trend for mothers in paid 

employment to be disadvantaged by their participation in employment, an objective of the 

current programme of research was to determine whether career-related variables, such as 

career commitment and career stage were related to mothers’ experience of role strain.

18
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In past research, role strain has been conceptualised as consisting of three components 

(i) role overload, (ii) work-to-family interference and (iii) family-to-work interference 

(Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Gutek et al., 1991; Higgins et al, 

1994). Work-to-family interference and family-to-work interference, in combination, form 

the construct of interference, also referred to as work-family conflict in the literature. As well 

as these three components of role strain, the current research included a fourth role strain 

component of internal role conflict (Amatea & Fong, 1991). Internal role conflict was 

incorporated as a role strain construct in the current research, in order to determine whether 

an individual’s subjective appraisal of role demands contributed to their experience of role 

strain. Figure 2.1 presents role strain and its components as investigated in the current 

research.

Figure 2.1 The Components of Role Strain

The next section presents the four individual components of role strain studied in this 

current research.

Role Overload

Role overload occurs when there are insufficient resources, time, and energy to meet 

the demands of the domestic and occupational roles and perform the prescribed activities 

involved in the differing roles adequately and comfortably (Duxbury, 2003; Duxbury & 

Higgins, 1994; Duxbury et al., 1994; Gutek et al., 1991; Higgins et al., 1994). Role overload
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may be experienced when the sheer number of roles becomes too great, the demands of one 

or more roles are excessive, or the time investment required is substantial (Barnett & Hyde, 

2001; Capella & Greene, 2001; Glass & Fujimoto, 1994; Gutek et ah, 1991; Thoits, 1986; 

Walls, Capella, & Greene, 2001), with the sheer magnitude of work in either role 

overwhelming an individual’s perceived ability to cope (Major, Klein & Ehrhart, 2002; 

O’Driscoll & Humphries, 1994; Parasuraman, Purohit, Godshalk & Beutell, 1996). Duxbury 

(2003) proposed that the increase in severity and frequency of role overload was likely to be 

attributable to improved, portable information and communication technology (e.g., laptop 

computers, emails and mobile telephones), as well as organisational norms that reward long 

hours at the workplace with reduced staff numbers.

Role overload has been referred to as a time-based antecedent of work-family conflict 

as “it refers to the perception of having too many things to do and not enough time to do them 

in” (Frone, Yardley et al., 1997, p.150). The rational view, a model proposed to provide a 

framework to better understand role strain, in particular role overload, suggests that the level 

of role overload experienced is proportionate to the number of hours spent in each of the roles 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Greenhause et al., 1987; Gutek et al., 1991; Higgins et al,

1994). In support of the rational model, role overload has been positively related to work 

hours (Major et al., 2002; Higgins, et al, 1994), so that the more hours worked the greater the 

psychological distress.

Despite women participating more in the labour force, having equal employment 

opportunities and becoming more educated, evidence continues to suggest that women bear 

primary responsibility for meeting family and domestic needs (ABS, 1994; Duxbury & 

Higgins, 1991; Fu & Shaffer, 2001; Goldberg & Perry-Jenkins, 2004; Grant, Simpson & 

Rong, 1990; Hertz & Charlton, 1989, Lennon et al., 199; Sanchez & Thompson, 1997; 

Shamir, 1985; Shamir, 1986). Women have consistently been found to perform two to three 

times more of the household labour than men, with an average of 28 hours and 13 hours.
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respectively (ABS, 1994; Baxter, 1993; Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer & Robinson, 2000; Shelton & 

John, 1996). The traditional asymmetric, gender-based role-taking and behaviour has not 

altered, despite the increased proportion of mothers in the labour force (Gray, Lovejoy, 

Piotrkowski & Bond, 1990), with a set of dual expectations having become the norm for 

many women. Women are often committed to their careers, whilst simultaneously 

maintaining the gender role expectation of prioritising the family role, hence there has been 

the “normalising of the double day” (Glazer, 1980, p. 79, cited in Duxbury & Higgins, 1994).

Parental demands, in particular the number of children in a household has been 

positively associated with role overload (Campbell & Moen, 1992; Goff, Mount, & Jamieson, 

1990; Pleck, Staines & Lang, 1980). As the number of children increase, individuals’ 

experience of role overload increases (Erdwins, Buffardi, Casper & O’Brien, 2001). The age 

of the youngest child has also been found to be negatively related to the amount of time 

devoted to household tasks and childcare, so that the younger the children the more hours 

required to meet family obligations (Brett & Yogev, 1989; Izraeli, 1993).

As well as a time-based predictor of role strain, role overload has received support in 

the literature as being a strain-based predictor (Prone & McFarlin, 1989; Prone Yardley, 

1992b; Kandel, Davies & Raveis, 1985; Sullivan & Bhagat, 1992; Voydanoff & Donnelly, 

1999) “because having too much work to accomplish in an inadequate period of time is likely 

to lead to the experience of emotional distress” (Prone, Yardley, et al., 1997, p. 150). 

Fulfilling the requirements of roles can also be impeded by the psychological and physical 

exhaustion created by role overload (Prone, Yardley, et al., 1997). High levels of role 

overload can be experienced when psychological preoccupation with incomplete tasks in one 

role occurs, whilst endeavouring to attend to activities in another role (Bartolome & Evans, 

1979; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Home, 1997; Walls et al, 2001). Hence, role overload can 

be conceptualised within the resource drain model of the linking mechanisms between work 

and family (Bartolome & Evans, 1979; Edwards and Rothbard, 2000), as the utilisation of
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resources on one domain erodes the resources available for use in the other domain.

The current research examined the relationship between role overload (as a 

component of role strain) and psychological well-being and factors pertaining to an 

individual’s career, such as their career stage or level of commitment to their career. The 

study of these relationships has been a neglected area of study in both the work-family 

interface and career development literature, and this current research aimed to redress this

gap-

Interference

Interference across work and family domains has been conceptualised as a form of 

interrole conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), which has been defined as “a type of role 

conflict in which the sets of opposing pressures arise from participation in different roles” 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985. p. 77). Interference (also known as work-family conflict, work- 

family tension, strain-based conflict, or negative work-family spillover) is experienced when 

role pressures from work and family are mutually incompatible to some degree (Allen, Herst, 

Bruck & Sutton, 2000; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). That is, there is an over-abundance of 

conflicting family and work activities that are required to be performed within the same time 

period and in different geographical locations (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Gutek et al.,

1991; Higgins et al., 1994). Interference, therefore, fits within a spillover model of the 

relationship between family and work, as performance in one role is negatively affected by 

the stressors inherent in meeting the demands associated with the other incompatible role 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).

Frone (2003) suggested that a primary dimension of the interplay between work and 

family domains is the direction of influence, that is, work-to-family and family-to-work. 

Early measures of interference did not acknowledge the direction of the interplay between 

work and family domains, with interference viewed as a global unidimensional construct 

(Bedeian, Burke & Moffett, 1988; Cooke & Rousseau, 1984; Kopelman, Greenhaus &
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Connelly, 1983). Subsequent researchers have recognised that inherent in the definition of 

interference is a bidirectional role dimension, so that work can interfere with the family 

domain (work-to-family interference) and family can interfere with the work domain (family- 

to-work interference; Allen, et ah, 2000; Bradley, 2002; Byron, 2005; Fallon, 1996, cited in 

Fallon, 1997; Frone et al., 1992; Frone, 2003; Frone, Russell & Cooper, 1992a; 1992b; Frone, 

Yardley et al., 1997; Gignac, Kelloway & Gottlieb, 1996; Gill & Muller, 1997; Glezer & 

Wolcott, 1999; Gutek et al, 1991; O’Driscoll, Ilgen & Hildreth, 1992).

In the work-family interface literature, most researchers do not clearly distinguish 

between the concepts of role strain and interference (also referred to as work-family conflict), 

often depicting the more general role strain construct as interference or role overload 

(Guetzow, Bird & Koball, 1991; O Neil & Greenberg, 1994). For clarity in this research, 

overall bidirectional conflict is referred to as interference.

Frameworks that have been proposed to allow a clearer understanding of interference 

include: Gutek et al.’s (1991) rational view, Karasek’s (1979) demand-control model, the 

gender-role expectations theory (Barnett & Baruch, 1987; Duxbury & Higgins, 1991; 

Galinsky, Friedman & Hernandez, 1991; Higgins et al., 1994; Voydanoff, 1988) and social 

identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Frone et al., 1995, 2002; Noor, 2004). The rational 

view (Gutek et al., 1991) postulates that the perceived amount of interference experienced is 

proportionate to the amount of hours spent in the family and work roles (Gutek et al, 1991) 

and such a view has received empirical support (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Gutek et al., 

1991; Hammer, Allen & Grigsby, 1997).

Karasek (1979), and later Karasek and Theorell (1990) proposed a two-dimensional 

job-strain model, in which the demands, such as time pressures and workload that an 

individual experiences, combined with the opportunities they have to influence role-specific 

tasks and procedures (control) determines the degree of conflict experienced. The perception 

of low control, in conjunction with heavy demands in either role has been associated with
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high levels of conflict and diminished well-being (Bradley, 2002; Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; 

Gill & Muller, 1997; Higgins et al., 1994; Noor, 2002).

The gender role expectation theoretical framework is based on traditional socio

cultural role expectations, which assigns different gender-based responsibilities to men and 

women, so that men fulfil breadwinner roles, whilst women assume primary responsibility for 

the family and domestic needs (Galinsky et. al., 1991; Higgins et al., 1994; Hochschild, 1989; 

Schwartz, 1992). Given this aim of this research was focussed on mothers in paid 

employment, a comparison between genders was considered outside the realms of the current 

research.

According to social identity theory, people have a tendency to classify themselves and 

others according to various social categories (e.g., gender, age, religious affiliation, 

organisational membership (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 1985), in order to 

cognitively segment and order the social environment and provide individuals with their own 

personal (self) and social identities (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). The social positions that 

individuals hold have been referred to as role identities (e.g. mother, wife, worker, daughter; 

Lobel, 1991), with these roles arranged in a hierarchy of centrality (Greenhaus, 2001;

Martire, Stephens & Townsend, 2000; Thoits, 1991). Social identity theory posits the 

importance of a simultaneous view of individuals’ roles and the interconnections between 

these diverse roles, as the basis for understanding self-identity (Cinamon & Rich, 2002). 

Interference has been related to role identity and the salience of a particular role identity, so 

that ^Interference between work and family domains can be intensified when either the 

family or work role are salient and central to the individual’s self-concept. The more salient 

the role, the more time and energy invested into it (Cinamon & Rich, 2002; Greenhaus & 

Beutell, 1985) and hence, impediments to meeting demands in the salient role (identity

relevant stressors) may result in an increase in reported interference. (Prone, 2000;

Greenhaus, 2001). Noor (2004), in her study on mothers in paid employment found that for
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mothers who regarded their work role as salient, the negative impact of work-to-family 

interference (rather than family-to-work interference) on psychological well-being was 

exacerbated. The work role of a mother in paid employment, therefore, may be 

psychologically meaningful to her self-image as a worker, not just to be viewed as her extra 

role (Noor, 2004).

There has been a lack of attention in the literature on the relationship between career- 

related variables and role strain components, such as interference. This current research 

aimed to redress this gap in the literature by investigating whether interference (work-to- 

family interference and family-to-work interference) would be intensified if the career role 

was more salient and central to an individual’s self-concept, that is via the career-related 

construct of career commitment. Also investigated in the current research were links between 

role strain (including the interference constructs of work-to-family interference and family- 

to-work interference), psychological well-being and other career-related variables (e.g., 

career stage, career satisfaction and career withdrawal intentions).

Family-to-work interference.

Family-to-work interference has been operationalised as a type of interrole conflict 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), which occurs when meeting family needs and responsibilities, 

such as collecting the children from childcare, taking children to appointments in work hours 

or staying home with a sick child. Family-to-work interference has been found to have a 

negative impact upon work performance (Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Gutek et ah, 1991; Li & 

Currie, 1992). Meeting the demands of the family/domestic role usually takes priority over 

work for women, thereby, impacting upon a women’s career (Schwarz, 1992). An Australian 

study (Fallon, 1996, cited in Fallon, 1997) and international studies (Adams et ah, 1996; 

Anderson, Coffey & Byerly, 2002; Duxbury, 2003; Frone, Yardley et ah, 1997; Kelloway et 

ah, 1999; Netmeyer et ah, 1996) have consistently reported that many women experience 

high levels of family-to-work interference, although levels of family-to-work interference are
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usually found to be somewhat less than levels of work-to-family interference (known as 

asymmetric permeability; Burke & Greenglass, 1999; Duxbury, 2003; Eagle, Miles & Nogle, 

1997; Fallon, 1997; Prone et al., 1992b, 1994; Hall & Richter, 1988; Jones & Fletcher, 1996, 

Feiter & Dump, 1996; Fleck, 1977).

Research investigating family-to-work interference has focussed predominantly on the 

relationship between individual, family and work-related outcomes. High levels of family-to- 

work interference has been associated with reduced family life satisfaction (Duxbury, 2003), 

depression (Frone et al., 1992b), anxiety and substance abuse disorders (Frone, 2000; Frone 

et al., 1994). Similar to other role strain constructs, family-to-work interference has also been 

found to increase as parental demands increase, that is, when there is a greater number of 

children and younger children (Rantanen, Pulkkinen & Kinnunen, 2005).

Studies on family-to-work interference have received somewhat less attention in the 

literature than work-to-family interference. Employers tend to assume that their employees 

are disconnected from their family responsibilities whilst at work, therefore, intrusions from 

the family domain, such as refusal to work on weekends, taking telephone calls from children 

and cancelling appointments, due to a child’s illness are not welcomed by employers (Cook, 

1993). Family-to-work interference has also been associated with adverse occupational 

outcomes, such as reduced work productivity, absenteeism, turnover intentions, job 

dissatisfaction and work distress (Adams et al., 1996; Anderson, Coffey & Byerly, 2002; 

Duxbury, 2003; Frone, Yardley et al., 1997; Kelloway et al., 1999; Netmeyer et al, 1996).

In general, the research supports the notion that there is heightened family-to-work 

interference for mothers in paid employment. Although there has been a link in the literature 

between some work-related outcomes and family-to-work interference, family-to-work 

interference’s relationship with career-related factors, such as career commitment and career 

stage has rarely been studied. In order to further inform the work-family interface and career 

development literature on the relationship between career-related variables and the



psychological health of mothers in the workforce, the current research examined the 

relationship of family-to-work interference, as a component of role strain, with psychological 

well-being and factors related to individual careers.

Work-to-family interference.

Interference from work to family is another form of interrole conflict (Greenhaus & 

Beutell, 1985), which occurs when attendance to work demands hinders meeting family 

obligations, adequately and/or comfortably. As a result of work interfering with the family 

domain, less time is allocated to meeting family and domestic needs, such as childcare, 

housework and household maintenance tasks (Duxbury et al., 1994). Work-to-family 

interference has been associated with deleterious work, non-work and stress-related outcomes 

(Allen et al., 2000; Byron, 2005; Glezer & Wolcott, 1999). High levels of work-to-family 

interference have consistently been reported in Australian (Bradley, 2002; Fallon, 1996, cited 

in Fallon, 1997; Gill & Muller, 1997; Glezer & Wolcott, 1999) and international studies 

(Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Frone et al, 1994; Frone, Russell et al., 1997; Hughes & 

Galinsky, 1994;, van Rijswijk, Bekker, Rutte & Croon, 2004), although the degree to which 

work-to-family interference has been reported varies greatly across studies, that is from 25% 

(Duxbury, 2003; Frone, 1992a) to 90% (Fallon, 1996, cited in Fallon, 1997).

Work-to-family interference has been linked to a number of work and career-related 

outcomes, although the latter has been less researched. Work-related outcomes that have been 

reported as a result of an increase in work-to-family interference have included: increased 

levels of work role overload (Bacharach, Bamberer & Conley, 1991; Duxbury & Higgins, 

1994; Frone et al., 1992b; Jones & Butler, 1980; Parasuraman et al., 1996), burnout (Allen et 

al., 2000), conflict and/or ambiguity within the occupational role (Frone, et al., 1992b; Jones 

& Butler, 1980; Kopelman et al., 1983), lower levels of job involvement (Baltes & Heydens- 

Gahir, 2003), lower job performance (Frone, Yardley et al., 1997; Netmeyer et al., 1996; 

Aryee, 1992) and reduced supervisor support and interaction (Jones & Butler, 1980).
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In relation to career-related variables, high levels of career satisfaction (Aryee, 1992) 

and career commitment (Bradley, 2002) have been related to reduced work-to-family 

interference. Greater levels of work-to-family interference have been reported by mothers 

who have been established in their careers for five years or more (Gill & Muller, 1997) and 

also mothers who are full-time workers (Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; van Rijswijk et ah, 

2004).

There has been a consistent and strong finding in the literature of the links between 

work-to-family interference and stress-related (work and non-work) outcomes (Allen et al. 

2000). Individual and familial outcomes that have been negatively associated with work-to- 

family interference haveincluded: global life satisfaction (Adams et al., 1996; Aryee Luk, 

Leung & Lo, 1999; Duxbury & Higgins, 1992; Kossek & Ozeki, 1998), quality of life 

(Greenhaus et al., 1987; Bedeian, et al., 1988; Parasuraman, Greenhaus, Rabinowitz, Bedeian 

& Mossholder, 1989), life stress (Parasuraman et al., 1996), increased family distress (Prone 

et al., 1992b; Prone, Yardley et al., 1997) and quality of family life (Duxbury & Higgins, 

1991; Higgins & Duxbury, 1992). Work-to-family interference has also been linked to 

elevated levels of depression (Netmeyer et al., 1996; Prone, Russell et al., 1997), alcohol 

abuse (Prone et al, 1994; Prone, Russell et al., 1997), anxiety, irritability and hostility 

(Beatty, 1996; Greenglass & Burke, 1988), as well as physical complaints (Adams & Jex, 

1999; Hughes & Galinsky, 1994; Netmeyer et al., 1996; Parasuraman et al., 1996).

Given that there are few relevant studies investigating the links between career- 

related variables and work-to-family interference, this present research aimed to expand upon 

previous findings, which has predominantly found links between negative psychological 

outcomes and high levels of work-to-family interference. In the present research, this aim 

was achieved by examining work-to-family interference (as a component of role strain) and 

its relationship with psychological well-being and career-related factors, such as career

commitment and career stage.



29

Internal Role Conflict

Internal role conflict has been defined as “the amount of conflict the woman 

experiences within herself’ (Amatea & Fong, 1991, p. 423), that is, the contribution of the 

individual’s subjective appraisal of the demands associated with compliance with competing 

sets of role pressures (Amatea & Fong, 1991). For many individuals, the additional pressures 

associated with multiple role incumbency is such that the conflict between roles is 

acknowledged as burdensome (Wortman, Biermat & Lang, 1991) and the feeling of being 

pulled by the competing role is evident, for instance, when a child is ill and there is an 

important work meeting scheduled.

There has been limited research attention to the construct of internal role conflict, 

which may be a contributing, albeit neglected factor of role strain (Lechner, 1993). The 

present programme of research aimed to address this perceived deficit, by investigating 

internal role conflict as an individual measure, as well as a component of the overall role 

strain construct and its links with psychological well-being and career-related variables for 

mothers in paid employment.

In support of the inclusion of internal role conflict within a role strain construct, a 

previous study found that amongst those caring for children, it was the actual perception of 

demand that was a stronger predictor of role strain, rather than actual family responsibilities 

(Lechner, 1993). If an individual perceives there to be minimal conflict between the demands 

of two roles and there is an optimistic appraisal of a situation, particularly stressful situations 

can be managed adequately (Amatea & Fong, 1991). Interestingly, in their study, however, 

Amatea and Fong (1991), who developed the internal role conflict measure and advocated the 

importance of such a construct, found no correlation at a significant level between internal 

role conflict and strain.

The construct of internal role conflict can be conceptualised within the context of 

social identity theory. Given that an individual’s social identity generally consists of a
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combination of roles, there may be times when inconsistent role demands are imposed upon 

an individual, or that the values, beliefs, norms and demands inherent in differing identities 

may conflict (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Thoits (1983) suggested that if identities remain 

segregated, that is, there is little internal role conflict, the benefits of involvement in multiple 

roles could accumulate, with such benefits including: resource accumulation, support against 

role failure and justification for failure to meet certain role requirements or expectations. 

(Ashforth & Mael, 1989).

In summary, role strain has been traditionally defined as consisting of the three 

components of role overload, work-to-family interference and family-to-work interference 

(Bradley, 2002; Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Gill & Muller, 1997; Greenhaus & Beutell. 1985; 

Gutek et ah, 1991; Higgins et ah, 1994). The present programme of research included a 

measure of internal role conflict under the role strain banner, in order to determine whether 

the perception of demands associated with compliance with competing role pressures would 

contribute to the experience of role strain and to determine its relationship with psychological 

well-being and career-related variables, such as career commitment and career satisfaction.

The next section explores the nature of psychological well-being for mothers in paid 

employment.

Psychological Well-Being

The construct of psychological well-being has been presented within the research 

literature as a global, rather nebulous construct that has not been uniformly operationalised or 

measured in a consistent fashion. Psychological well-being has generally been defined along 

a continuum, from the presence or absence of a state of positive mental health (Berg, 1975; 

Herzberg, 1966; Jahoda, 1958: Kibria, Barnett, Baruch, Marshall & Pleck, 1990), such as: life 

satisfaction, self esteem (Donovan, Oddy, Pardoe & Ades, 1986; Hart, 1999; Pavot & Deiner,

1993) and mastery and pleasure (Baruch, Barnett & Rivers, 1983), through to a more neutral 

state (i.e. an absence of negative states) to the presence or absence of more negative
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psychological states, such as: anxiety (Lennon, 1994), depression (Lennon, 1994; Ross & 

Mirowsky, 1988; Schwartzberg & Dytell, 1996), social adjustment, and psychological 

distress (Pugliesi, 1995). The construct of psychological well-being has largely been studied 

within the three main areas of unemployment/employment, work-family interface and quality 

of life research. The construct of psychological well-being has housed an assortment of 

individual factors, which have either been measured individually, or in combination. In the 

literature, there has been a lack of uniformity in the measures studied under the overall 

psychological well-being classification, hence further research clarification on relevant 

constructs and their measurement is required.

An aim of this current research was to measure psychological well-being, not only in 

terms of psychological distress (with lower levels of distress equated to higher levels of 

psychological well-being), but also to include the notion of a global sense of satisfaction with 

life and the perception of stress levels and ability to cope. Psychological well-being was 

chosen as the banner heading, under which the constructs of psychological distress, global 

life satisfaction and perceived stress and coping were housed, in order to distinguish them 

from the role strain and career-related variables (see Figure 2.2). In this current research, 

higher psychological well-being related to a more positive mental health, that is, lower 

psychological distress, higher perceived stress and coping (i.e. lower perceived stress and 

higher ability to cope with strain) and higher global life satisfaction.

Figure 2.2 The Components of Psychological Well-being
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The next section addresses psychological well-being and multiple role involvement.

Psychological Well-Being and Multiple Role Involvement

Increased psychological well-being has been cited as a positive effect of employment 

by the majority of workers (Barnett & Baruch, 1985; Seiber, 1974). The degree to which an 

individual benefits from multiple role incumbency appears to be determined by a number of 

personal, home environment and work-related factors.

The traditional home/family responsibilities carried out by women (Feree, 1990; 

Greenhause et ah, 1987; Muller, 1999; Sullivan, 1992; Thompson & Walker, 1989) are 

generally not relinquished when mothers assume the additional role of employee (Li & 

Currie, 1992) and hence, significant “role expansion” (Marks, 1977) as a result of adopting 

additional obligations is typically experienced. Role expansion is considered to affect the 

family, employing organisations and individual (Campbell, Campbell & Kennard et ah,

1994). The repercussions of striving to fulfil the simultaneous, cumulative, and often 

incompatible obligations, whilst performing multiple roles can create an increased 

vulnerability to role strain, as well as, diminished psychological well-being (Aneshensel, 

1986; Baruch and Barnett, 1986; Baruch, Biener & Barnett, 1987; Bradley, 2002; Brennan & 

Rosenweig, 1990; Brown & Harris, 1978; Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Frone and Rice 1987; 

Gill & Muller, 1997; Gore & Mangione, 1983; Greenhaus et ah, 1989; Gutek et ah, 1991; 

Hemmelgam & Laing, 1991; Higgins et ah, 1994; Hughes & Galinsky, 1994; Kandel et ah, 

1985; Langan-Fox, 1998; Lewis & Cooper, 1983; MacEwen & Barling, 1994; Schwartz 

1992; Shwartzberg & Dytell, 1996; Thoits, 1983; Welch & Booth, 1977). Low levels of 

psychological well-being have been reported when role strain is experienced, particularly 

when there is a physical inability to meet alternate role demands, due to roles being 

performed in differing geographical locations (Facione, 1994) and there is a psychological 

preoccupation with issues relevant to other roles (strain-based role overload).



Work-related characteristics have also been found to exert a strong influence on 

psychological well-being for mothers in paid employment (Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001). 

Increased time commitment (Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001). Work-related characteristics 

that have been linked to a decrease in psychological well-being have included: high 

occupational status levels (Davidson & Cooper, 1983; Repetti, Matthews & Waldron, 1989), 

poor supervisor support (Prone, Yardley et ah, 1997; Goff et ah, 1990; Warren & Johnson,

1995), high levels of work salience (Hammer et ah, 1997) and lower levels of job satisfaction 

(Greenberger & O’Neil, 1993) and the lack of flexible work schedule options (Alderton & 

Muller, 2000; Hammer et ah, 1997; Kelly & Voydanoff, 1985; Pleck, et ah, 1980; Rosenfield, 

1989; Seib & Muller, 1999; Voydanoff, 1988). Longer term, broader career-related 

constructs, such as career commitment and career stage are seldom studied in relation to 

psychological well-being of individuals in multiple roles.

In summary, there appear to be links between role strain, work characteristics and 

psychological well-being for multiple role incumbents. Instead of directing the current 

research attention to job-related factors, such as job satisfaction, priority was given to the 

investigation of broader, longer-term career-related factors, such as career commitment and 

career stage and their relationship with psychological well-being and role strain. In 

establishing these relationships, the psychological well-being variables of psychological 

distress, global life satisfaction and perceived stress and coping were examined. These three 

individual psychological well-being variables are presented in the next section.

Psychological Distress and Multiple Role Involvement

Psychological distress has been regarded as the adverse or negative psychological and 

physical consequences of stressful events, which threaten an individual’s health and well

being (Nelson & Quick, 1985), that is, a lack of psychological well-being. Psychological 

distress has been defined as the “inability to continue to carry out one’s normal ‘healthy’ 

functions, and the appearance of new phenomena of a distressing nature” (Goldberg &
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Williams, 1988, p.5). Numerous negative physical and psychological health outcomes have 

previously been linked to multiple role involvement, such as: depression (Prone, Russell et 

al., 1997), anxiety, irritability/hostility, family tension, role conflict and life dissatisfaction 

(Aryee & Tan, 1992; Beatty, 1996; Bedeian et al., 1988; Perrewe, Hochwarter & Keiwitz, 

1999). Substantial evidence illustrates that the negative effects of role overload and the 

interference between work and family domains are a significant source of psychological 

distress, strain and dissatisfaction for workers (Bradley, 2002; Duxbury, 2003; Noor, 2002; 

O’Driscoll et al., 2003).

Parental demands have been directly related to psychological distress. Women, with 

preschool aged children in the family home have reported higher levels of psychological 

distress than mothers with older children (Gerstel & Gallagher, 1993; Higgins et al., 1994).

In regards to work-related characteristics, women in high-level professions have 

reported to experience less distress than women in lower level employment positions 

(Rantanen et al., 2005). The lack of flexible work schedule options, such as flexi-time, part- 

time and job sharing have also been found to increase psychological distress (Alderton & 

Muller, 2000; Hammer et al., 1997; Kelly & Voydanoff, 1985; Pleck, et al., 1980; Rosenfield, 

1989; Seib & Muller, 1999; Voydanoff, 1988). Voydanoff and Donnelly (1999) found a 

curvilinear relationship between time spent in roles and psychological distress, so that up to a 

certain point the hours devoted to paid work and time spent with one’s spouse decreased 

psychological distress and over this point, psychological distress increased. This finding 

provides support for the expansionist theory of multiple role involvement, which postulates 

that the number and nature of the roles, as well as time and energy required to meet role 

demands determines if there is a positive or negative effect on psychological health (Barnett 

& Hyde, 2001).

There has been limited research on psychological well-being and career-related 

variables. However, an Australian study that investigated career stage found that late career
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mothers (over five year’s career tenure) reported higher psychological distress than early 

career mothers (under five years career tenure; Gill & Muller, 1997). Another Australian 

study found that mothers in paid employment with higher levels of career commitment 

reported reduced psychological distress (Bradley, 2002). The present research examined 

psychological distress as an individual construct and as a component within the overall 

psychological well-being construct, in the examination of the association between 

psychological well-being, role strain and career-related variables for mothers in paid 

employment.

Perceived Stress and Coping and Multiple Role Involvement

Individuals’ actual perception of their stress levels and their ability to cope with the 

resultant strain has been found to be a contributing factor to psychological well-being (Gray, 

et al., 1990). Favourable self-evaluations of an individual’s performance in the family 

(spouse and parent) and work roles have been associated with greater psychological well

being (Greenberger & O’Neil, 1993). Rather than measuring enduring traits, the perceived 

stress and coping scale used in the current research was designed by Gray et al. (1990) to be a 

state measure, which assessed levels of perceived unpredictability, uncontrollability and 

overload in an individual’s life. This is in line with the current research, which examines 

current psychological health states of mothers in paid employment.

Although mothers in paid employment with young children have reported an overall 

satisfaction with their lives, higher perceived stress levels and decreased coping abilities have 

simultaneously been reported in the same sample (Gray et al., 1990). Facione (1994) found 

that mothers in paid employment were undergoing higher levels of perceived stress than 

mothers who were not in employment, with the amount of perceived pressure found to rise, 

relative to the increase in caring responsibilities and family commitments (Cooke & 

Rousseau, 1984; Field & Bramwell, 1998; Lewis and Cooper, 1987; Swanson et al., 1998). 

Higgins, Duxbury and Johnson (2000) found that mothers in paid employment, regardless of
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work pattern type (full-time or part-time), or job type (career-oriented professions or earner 

occupations) reported high levels of perceived stress. Perrone and Worthington (2001) found 

that coping behaviours of workers were positively related to role strain, so that individuals 

with higher levels of perceived role strain, reported fewer adaptive coping behaviours.

Given these findings in previous research an aim of the current study was to examine 

the relationship between an individual’s perception of stress and their ability to cope with 

stressors (as an individual construct and as part of the overall psychological well-being 

construct), with role strain and factors relevant to individuals’ careers.

Global Life Satisfaction and Multiple Role Involvement

Global life satisfaction is a variable that has been frequently studied in work-family 

interface research and measures the overall satisfaction with an individual’s life (work and 

non-work). In recent literature, global life satisfaction has been consistently and strongly 

negatively correlated with interference between work and family domains, with greater levels 

of interference related to decreased global life satisfaction (Adams et al., 1996; Allen et al., 

2000; Aryee et al., 1999; Chiu, 1998; Duxbury & Higgins, 1991; Kopelman et al., 1983; 

Netmeyer et al., 1996; O’Driscoll et al., 1992; Staines, Pottick, & Fudge, 1986; Wiley, 1987). 

Only two studies in the early 1980’s failed to support the frequently reported association 

between interference and life satisfaction, finding a non-significant relationship between the 

variables (Beutell & Greenhaus, 1982; Cooke and Rousseau, 1984). In their meta-analysis, 

Kossek and Ozeki (1998) reported that differences in the strength of the association between 

global life satisfaction and interference were dependent upon the sample studied, with the 

relationship stronger for women than men. In regards to directionality of the interference 

construct, work-to-family interference has been found to be more strongly related to global 

life satisfaction than family-to-work interference (Kossek and Ozeki, 1998).

In regards to work and career-related characteristics, women in “earner” positions, in 

contrast to “career” positions have been found to have significantly lower global life
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satisfaction (Higgins et al., 2000). These findings may be due to the distinctive challenges 

that women in earner positions face, such as limited promotional advancement, inflexibility 

in the work environment and financial constraints that hinder the purchase of resources and 

services to assist them (Duxbury et al., 1991; Higgins et al., 1992, cited in Higgins 2000; 

Higgins et al., 2000).

Within this current research, global life satisfaction, alongside the psychological 

distress and perceived stress and coping constructs, was regarded as a key indicator of the 

psychological well-being of multiple role incumbents. Given the lack of attention to the 

relationship between career-related variables and psychological well-being, the present 

researrch aimed to examine the relationship between global life satisfaction (as an individual 

construct and as part of the overall psychological well-being construct) with role strain and 

career-related variables.

Career-Related Factors

The next sections address the career-related factors examined in this present 

programme of research. This section commences with an introduction to the changing nature 

of careers in the changing world of work, a synthesis and analysis of the previous literature 

on career commitment as a work commitment construct and the conceptualisation of career 

commitment. This is followed by a section on career stage. An examination of the career- 

related variables (career commitment, career stage, career withdrawal intentions, expected 

utility of one’s present job, career satisfaction, supervisor support for career, perceived work 

schedule flexibility and career priority) and their relationships with psychological well-being 

and role strain for multiple role incumbents is then presented. Figure 2.3 presents the career- 

related variables under investigation the present research.
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Figure 2.3 The Career-related Variables under Investigation

Career Commitment

The Changing Nature of Careers and Commitment to Work in a Changing World of Work 

A career has been defined as the “pattern of work-related experiences (including 

attitudes and behaviours) over the span of a person’s life” (Greenhaus, 1987; Gutteridge, 

1986; Hall, 1986, cited in Blau, Paul, St John, 1993, p.311). The literature on careers has 

been dominated by research employing the traditional model of careers, which has been 

viewed as progressing in a linear fashion, within one or two organisations. Until recent 

decades, this career model had been supported by the multi-layered, functionally organised 

business structures that have dominated the business world. Most organisations have recently 

been required to become more operationally flexible, due to the recent increase in 

organisational acquisitions and mergers (Bremner, Rebello, Schiller & Weber, 1991), as well 

as the environmental factors of technological advancements and increased international 

competition. Restructuring, particularly downsizing, employment terminations, outsourcing 

and relocation has also been commonplace within the public and private business sectors 

(Fallon, 1997; Sullivan, 1999) and has impacted upon organisational structures.
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As a result of the changing world of work, the psychological contract that defines the 

expectations between organisations and their employees has become less stable and less 

secure (Blau, 1999, Hall & Moss, 1998; Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Robinson, 1996, Snape 

& Redman, 2003; Tsui, Pearce, Porter, & Tripoli, 1997). In the past, organisational loyalty 

had been exchanged for job security (Sullivan, 1999), whilst more recently, there has been a 

shift towards an exchange of performance for marketability, continuous learning and 

professional development (Altman & Post, 1996; Hall & Mirvis, 1996; Rousseau & Wade- 

Benzoni, 1995). Simultaneously, there has been a rise in organisational turnover, a decrease 

in job tenure (Neumark, 2001; Schmidt & Svomy, 1998), increased employee cynicism 

(Kanter & Mirvis, 1989) and decreased employee loyalty (Goffee & Scase, 1992; Murrell, 

Frieze & Olsen, 1996; Neumark, 2001; Schmidt & Svomy, 1998). Due to widespread 

organisational restructuring and psychological employment contract changes, there has been 

a tendency for individuals to operate outside the traditional career model (Arthur &

Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 1996; Miles & Snow, 1996; Osterman, 1996), with a leaning more 

towards “boundaryless careers”, that is, “a sequence of job opportunities that go beyond the 

boundaries of a single employment setting” (Defillippi & Arthur, 1996, p. 116).

Given that the traditional organisational career pattern of dependence on a single 

organisation to sustain a life long career has shifted (Cappelli, 1999; Nussbaum, 1991), the 

focus of workers’ commitment is likely to be transferred from the transient employing 

organisation to the stability of their own personal careers (Johnson, 1996; Snape & Redman, 

2003), with a commitment to one’s own work-related competencies and emphasis on 

acquiring and developing relevant skills and expertise (Meyer, Allen & Topolnytsky, 1998). 

Sixteen years ago, Colarelli and Bishop (1990) stated that “commitment to an internally 

defined career may become an important source of occupational meaning as organisations 

become more fluid and less able to guarantee employment security” (p. 159). Most workers, 

today, do not experience a smooth ascent up the corporate ladder, but rather experience



discontinuous career paths that go beyond the boundaries of a particular occupation or 

organisation (Defillippi & Arthur, 1996; Sullivan, 1999).

In order to better understand the attitudes and behaviours of the workforce from entry 

to exit, an improved understanding of the construct of career commitment has become 

necessary (Mueller, Wallace & Price, 1992; Snape & Redman, 2003). The majority of past 

research has predominantly focused on careers within particular organisations or professions. 

The target group in this research is mothers with young children, so therefore, women in 

diverse occupations, types of employment and organisations were examined. The present 

programme of research aimed to address a deficit in the literature by examining the 

relationship between career-related factors, such as career commitment and career stage, and 

the psychological health of mothers in paid employment.

The next section address the construct of career commitment as a component of the 

broader work commitment construct.

Career Commitment as a Work Commitment Construct

Definitions of commitment have referred to “(a) a stabilizing or obliging force that (b) 

gives direction to behaviour (e.g., restricts freedom, bind the person to a course of action)” 

(Meyer & Herscovitsch, 2001, p.301). Role commitment has been defined as “the extent to 

which a person demonstrates a willingness to commit personal resources to assure success in 

the role or to develop the role” (Amatea, Cross, Clark & Bobby, 1986, p. 832). Commitment 

to a role strengthens role identity, which in turn creates greater commitment to role-relevant 

behaviours (Greenberger & O’Neil, 1994) and enhances the quality of role performance 

(Gudmundsson, 2003).

Commitment to work has been a subject of interest to researchers for decades (Cooper- 

Hakim & Viswesvaran, 2005; Goulet & Singh, 2002). Morrow (1983, 1993) identified five 

forms of work commitment that are distinguished by their main focus: work ethic 

endorsement, career commitment, job involvement, affective commitment to the organisation
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(identification with, attachment to or involvement in the work organisation) and continuance 

commitment to the organisation (commitment to an organisation by virtue of the cost 

associated with leaving; Meyer & Allen, 1984). Of the work commitment constructs, 

organisational commitment has been the most extensively studied (Meyer & Allen, 1997).

Career commitment was chosen as the commitment construct to be investigated in the 

current research because of its importance and relevance to mothers active in the labour 

market, in contrast to other work commitment constructs. As many women may have 

returned to different organisations and/or employment positions after an interruption to paid 

work for child rearing, job involvement and organisational (affective and continuance) 

commitment were not regarded as relevant constructs for this sample group,. Work ethic 

endorsement has been regarded as “a dispositional variable characterized by a belief in the 

importance of hard work (Mirels & Garrett, 1971) and is assumed to be a relatively fixed 

attribute over an individual’s life course (Morrow, 1983)” (cited in Cohen, 1999, p. 289-290). 

Individuals with a high level of work ethic endorsement are more motivated to apply a great 

deal of effort to their work, perform to the best of their abilities and believe that work is it’s 

own reward (Cohen, 1999; Schnake, 1991). This construct was not considered a suitable 

construct in the current investigation into the careers of mothers, as the non-specific referent 

of work ethic endorsement could be applied to either individuals’ home/family lives and/or 

their paid work.

The increased research interest in an individual’s commitment to their career role over 

the past two decades has been attributed to a number of factors (Arnold, 1990; Aryee, Chay 

& Chew, 1994; Aryee & Tan 1992; Blau, 1985, 1988, 1989, 1999; Chang, 1999; Chemiss, 

1991; Colarelli & Bishop, 1990; Cooper-Hakim & Viswesvaran, 2005; Goulet & Singh,

2002; Lee, Carswell, & Allen, 2000; Snape & Redman, 2003). Firstly, Morrow (1983) 

observed, in her influential review of the work commitment literature, that the career 

commitment construct had been suffering a developmental lag in comparison to the other
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work commitment constructs, and therefore encouraged further exploration of this construct. 

Secondly, research interest has evolved as a result of the associations reported between career 

commitment and other career-related variables such as career satisfaction, skill development 

(Aryee et ah, 1994; Aryee & Tan, 1992) and career withdrawal intentions (Aryee & Tan,

1992; Blau, 1985). Furthermore, the importance of commitment to a career has been 

recognised because of the dramatic and extensive transformations that have taken place in the 

world of work over recent decades (Blau, 1999; Goulet & Singh, 2002; Lee et ah, 2000).

To further understand career commitment and its relevance to research on mothers in 

paid employment, the next section addresses the conceptualisation of the career commitment 

construct.

Conceptualisation of the Career Commitment Construct

Studies on career commitment have not been uniform in their operationalisation or 

conceptualisation of the career commitment and related constructs. Hall’s (1971) definition of 

career commitment as “the strength of one’s motivation to work in a chosen career” (p.59) 

first distinguished career commitment from the other work commitment referents, in 

particular job involvement and organisational commitment. Blau (1985) conceptualised 

career commitment as an approach to the study of career motivation (London, 1983). The 

dynamic multi-dimensional construct of career motivation consists of approximately sixty- 

interrelated individual characteristics that correspond to personal, situational and 

environmental factors, as well as decision-making processes and behaviours relevant to one’s 

career. Due to the large list of possible antecedents and correlates identified by London, most 

research has been limited to investigating specific individual/ personal factors, such as career 

commitment, organisational commitment and job involvement (e.g., Blau, 1985, 1989; Me 

Ginnis & Morrow, 1990; Goulet & Singh, 2002), as did the present research.

Blau (1985) defined career commitment as “one’s attitude towards one’s profession or 

vocation” (p.278), which he later revised to “one’s attitude towards one’s vocation, including
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profession” (p.295). This revision occurred as the “profession” referent was considered as too 

restrictive and without generalisability to less professional vocations, such as: factory 

workers, bartenders, labourers and custodial officers (Blau, 1985; Blau, 1988). The terms of 

vocation and profession were used in these definitions to discriminate career commitment 

from other forms of work commitment. The emphasis in Blau’s 1988 definition of career 

commitment was on the term vocation, such as the finance sector or computer industry, in 

contrast to specific jobs/occupations/professions within that industry, such as finance broker 

or computer programmer (Blau, 1988). Therefore, inherent in the career commitment concept 

is a focus on the psychological bond with the vocation or profession, extending beyond the 

job or organisation, in which the individual is employed. Career commitment, therefore may 

be conceptualised as the degree to which individuals are attached to, identify with, and value 

their own career, as well as the amount of time and effort devoted to the development and 

pursuit of these career goals (Collarelli & Bishop, 1990; Goulet & Singh, 2002). There is also 

emphasis on how current work-related actions may affect future career options (Bashaw & 

Grant, 1994). Career commitment is therefore, regarded as an enduring, future-oriented 

construct that can remain high, despite temporal fluctuations in other forms of commitment, 

such as commitment to the job or organisation (Bashaw & Grant, 1994). This view of career 

commitment is consistent with the notion of affective commitment (desire to remain in the 

role), as distinguished from normative commitment (based on the obligation to the 

occupation) and continuance commitment (based on recognition of the costs associated with 

leaving the occupational role; Allen & Meyer, 1990; Meyer & Allen, 1991).

The characteristics of dedication to a career and the expenditure of energy to pursue 

career aspirations has been represented in the literature through a variety of similar constructs 

to career commitment, such as career salience and career orientation, both of which have 

been regarded as redundant with other work commitment constructs (Blau, 1985; 1988;

Morrow, 1983).
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The terms “occupational”, “professional” and “career” commitment have been 

confusingly used in the career development literature as interchangeable terms or describing 

similar constructs. Given that this current research examined career commitment, a further 

explanation of the differences between these related terms and resultant measures is provided.

In the development of a relevant measure, Blau (1985) suggested that the measurement 

of career commitment was actually a pooling of items assessing professional commitment, 

occupational commitment and career orientation. Professional commitment assesses the 

degree to which an individual participates in activities related to their profession, for 

example, membership in professional associations, relevant journal reading and attendance at 

profession-related meetings (Price & Mueller, 1981). An “ideal” profession was regarded as 

consisting of six characteristics: expertise, autonomy, commitment to work and the 

profession, identification with the profession, ethics, and collegial maintenance of standards 

(Kerr, Von Glinow & Schriesheim, 1977). A limitation of the professional commitment 

construct is that non-professionals and the commitment they can demonstrate to their chosen 

vocation are excluded (Irving, Coleman & Cooper, 1997; Snape & Redman, 2003).

An “occupation” has been defined as “an identifiable and specific line of work that an 

individual engages in to earn a living at a given point of time (e.g., nurse, banker clerk) and is 

made up of a constellation of requisite skills, knowledge, and duties that differentiate it from 

other occupations and, typically, is transferable across settings” (Lee et al., 2000, 

Conceptualization of occupation and occupational commitment section, para 1). Occupational 

commitment, therefore assesses “commitment to a particular line of work” (Meyer, Allen 

&Smith, 1993), that is, “a person’s belief in and acceptance of the values of his or her chosen 

occupation or line of work, and a willingness to maintain membership in that occupation” 

(Vandenberg & Scarpello, p. 535, 1994).

The concept of career commitment has been conceptually ambiguous, due to the use of 

the term for both the extent to which individuals value and identify with their vocation
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(Arnold 1990, Blau, 1985, 1993) and individuals’ ambition for advancement to higher levels 

within their career framework (Aryee et al., 1994; Aryee & Tan, 1992; Meyer et al., 1993; 

Noe, 1996). To highlight the difference, an individual may reject an offer of a 

promotion/advancement, as the job responsibilities and tasks in a specific job may differ to 

responsibilities and tasks in his/her chosen career. For example, a nurse may refuse a 

promotion to management within a hospital, due to his/her desire to remain working in a 

hospital ward with patients.

In this current research, the broader interpretation of career commitment as both the 

psychological attachment to a specific career/vocation (Arnold 1990; Bashaw & Grant, 1994; 

Blau, 1985, 1998) and ambition for advancement to a higher level (Aryee et al., 1994; Aryee 

& Tan, 1992; Bashaw & Grant, 1994; Meyer et al., 1993; Noe, 1996) was considered 

appropriate and relevant given the relevancy of this interpretation to the target population of 

mothers with young children. This definition is also reflected in the career commitment 

measure (Blau, 1988) chosen for the current research. The broader construct of “career 

commitment” was chosen over “occupational commitment” for investigation in the current 

research, due to the emphasis that the term “occupation” has on the current job/line of work 

in which the individual is involved. A potentially confounding factor if the term 

“occupational commitment” had been examined may have been that many women may 

assume their current occupation to be that of homemaker/mother and may not be working in 

their desired or chosen career. They may, however, maintain a strong commitment to their 

career and are working towards, or planning to advance or return to their career paths in the 

future.

A limitation in the career commitment literature is that the majority of the previous 

research addressing correlates of career commitment has studied specific lines of work, for 

example: human resource management specialists (Snape & Redman, 2003), bank employees 

(Blau, 1989; Hammer et al., 1997), dentists (Kaldenberg et al., 1995), and nurses (Blau, 1985;
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Reilly, Dwight, Godfrey, Davis & Lynch, 1994; Reilly & Orsak, 1991; Steffy & Jones, 1988. 

Very few studies on career commitment have investigated a target group, within which there 

is a spectrum of vocation/careers. To redress this imbalance in the research literature, the 

current study did not target a specific occupation/career path or organisation. Mothers with 

young children in paid employment were chosen as the sample group for investigation, hence 

a wide array of job designations and careers paths were incorporated for examination.

In the current programme of research, Study 1 focused on the relationship between the 

career-related variable of career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being. Study 

2 addressed the relationship between role strain, psychological well-being and other career- 

related variables, including career stage, career satisfaction and career withdrawal intentions. 

The other career-related variables are presented next as part of the general overview of the 

literature, commencing with career stages.

Career Stages

Career stage research assumes that individuals move through distinct stages during 

their career, with each stage consisting of differing work attitudes, behaviours, activities, 

psychological issues, motivations and relationships (Adler & Aranya, 1984; Aryee et ah,

1994; Morrow & Me Elroy, 1987; Mount, 1984; Slocum & Cron, 1985; Smart, 1998).

Super’s (1957) career stage theory is regarded as one of the most prominent and influential 

theories of career stages (Kaufman, 1979; Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson & Me Kee, 

1978) and takes a life span approach to describe how an individual’s self-concept develops 

via vocational and career choices (Sullivan et al., 1999). Super (1957) posits that there are 

four distinct career stages through which individuals pass in their working life: (1) 

exploration (or trial), (2) establishment (or stabilisation), (3) maintenance, and (4) 

disengagement (or decline) career stages.

During the exploration stage, individuals are considered to be in a period of self- 

examination, developing competencies and building skills through education and job-related
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training, in order to make career choices. The establishment stage is characterised by the 

pursuit of opportunities for career advancement and growth. A sense of competence, stability 

and independence is achieved by obtaining employment and finding a niche. In the 

maintenance stage, individuals are considered to have settled into a career pattern and are 

maintaining their position by updating their skills as required, with a diminished desire for 

promotion. The final disengagement stage is marked by the departure from the workforce, 

that is, retirement and the forging of a new self-identity independent of their past career 

image.

The first three stages of exploration, establishment and maintenance were considered 

as the relevant stages to be investigated in the current research as these three career stages 

span individuals’ working lives, whilst disengagement focuses on the final withdrawal from 

work and retirement. As the target group of this research was women with young children, 

the career stage of disengagement was not considered applicable as it is not applicable to 

individuals’ working lives and is typically reserved for individuals over 50 years of age 

(Omstein & Isabella, 1990; Slocum & Cron, 1985).

The majority of career stage research to date has investigated male subjects (Cron & 

Slocum, 1986; Omstein, Cron & Slocum, 1989), with the study of the applicability of Super’s 

career stage approach to women being fairly recent (Omstein & Isabella, 1990; Reilly & 

Orsak, 1991; Smart, 1998; Smart & Peterson, 1994). Also, most of the career stage research 

has been limited to particular vocation/career fields such as: sales personnel (Slocum & Cron, 

1985), dieticians (Smart, 1998), accountants (Lyn, Cao & Horn, 1996), academic staff 

(Stumpf & Rabinowitz, 1981), hospital nurses (Reilly & Orsak, 1991), or within a particular 

organisation, such as a university (Stumpf & Rabinowitz, 1981) and the Singaporean public 

service (Aryee et ah, 1994). Unlike previous research, the current research did not target a 

specific vocation or organisation, but examined mothers in paid employment, a target 

population that covered an array of vocations and organisations.
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Varying criteria have been used to operationalise career stages for research, namely, 

chronological age (Morrow & Me Elroy, 1987; Reilly & Orsak , 1991; Rush, Peacock, & 

Milkovich, 1980; Slocum & Cron, 1985), organisational tenure (Gould & Hawkins, 1980), 

positional (job) tenure (Morrow & Me Elroy, 1987; Reilly & Orsak, 1991), professional 

tenure (Aryee et al., 1994; Stumpf & Rabinowitz, 1981) and a subjective measure of 

respondents’ career concerns that are considered to typify each of the four developmental 

stages (Smart, 1998; Smart & Peterson, 1997). The application of time frames, in the form of 

career, professional or organisational tenure to determine career stage have been somewhat 

consistent in the literature, with below two years signifying the exploration stage, between 

two and ten years representing the establishment stage, and the maintenance stage indicated 

by over ten years of career, professional or organisational tenure (Aryee et al, 1994; Lyn et 

al., 1996; Morrow & Me Elroy, 1987; Reilly & Orsak, 1991). Super (1980) posited that 

career stage does not appear to be age linked, which was commensurate with findings in other 

studies (Rush et al., 1980). However, when age has been utilised as a criteria for 

distinguishing career stages, there have been various cut-off ages. The exploration career 

stage has generally been comprised of individuals within the 14-24 year age bracket, the 

establishment career stage represented by individuals in the 25-44 year age bracket, the 

maintenance career stage consisted of 45-60 year olds and the disengagement career stage 

represented by those over 61 years (Super, 1957; Smart, 1998). These age brackets do not 

correspond to the length of the professional/organisational tenure criteria of career stages and 

hence, have not been widely used in career stage research.

Super (1990) argued that individuals may pass through specific career stages more 

than once, that is, in the form of “recycling”, a concept which describes “how one faces 

essentially the same developmental tasks in different forms as one travels through life”

(Super 1994, p. 70). For instance, declining behaviour may be noted in early adulthood, if 

there is no plan to return to a particular vocation after having children. Similarly, exploration
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behaviour may be exhibited when there is a change of career, after child rearing or in more 

the mature years. Recycling is therefore, considered to be a function of a person’s life 

situation and circumstances, as well as personality factors (Super, 1990), rather than age 

(Ornstein et ah, 1989). Given the recycling phenomena, it was considered appropriate to 

adopt career tenure rather than age, organisational, professional or job tenure as the 

determining criteria of career stage in the current programme of research. With the sample 

group of mothers in paid employment, there was the likelihood for participants of this 

research to have had a career interruption for the purpose of child rearing and/or have taken 

on another line of work whilst rearing children. They may also have left the organisation in 

which they were employed with aims to return to their chosen career path in a different 

organisation at a later time. Hence, career paths could have commenced at different ages as a 

result of changes occurring at this life stage. The adoption of career tenure as the criteria for 

determining career stage was consistent with previous research (Aryee et al., 1994; Stumpf & 

Rabinowitz, 1981).'

The aim of the current research was to link the work-family interface and career 

development literature, by exploring the relationship between Australian mothers’ 

psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) and factors related to their 

career development. The next section discusses multiple role involvement and its relationship 

with the career-related variables of career commitment, career stage, career withdrawal 

intentions, expected utility of one’s present job, career satisfaction, supervisor support for 

career, perceived work schedule flexibility and career priority.

Career-Related Variables and Multiple Role Involvement

Within the career development and work-family interface literature there has not been 

a great deal of research examining the relationships between career-related variables and the 

psychological health of mothers. Some career-related factors, such as career commitment, 

career withdrawal intentions, and career satisfaction have been found to have a role in work-
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based decisions (e.g., decisions about time investment in the work role or relocation/travel 

possibilities), which in turn can affect family life (Aryee et al., 1992; Eby, Casper,

Lockwood, Bordeaux & Brindley, 2005; Greenhaus et al., 1997; Parasuraman & Simmers, 

2001). There has been some, albeit limited, research on the relationship between career 

commitment and multiple role involvement; however, this relationship has not been the major 

focus of previous research. This has been a gap in the literature, which is surprising, 

particularly given that a significant percentage of the population (both men and women) are 

involved in multiple roles.Therefore, in the existing literature there is an absence of 

underlying theoretical bases and literature informing the present research. The present 

program of research aimed to enlarge our understanding of the relationships between the 

career-related variables, role strain and psychological well-being for multiple role 

incumbents.

Career Commitment and Multiple Role Involvement

Previous research on career commitment has focussed primarily on definitional or 

measurement issues and the relationship that career commitment has had with various work- 

related characteristics. Studies on the relationship between multiple role involvement and 

career commitment levels have mainly investigated the relationship between career 

commitment and parenting demands, as well as a comparison of levels of career commitment 

between mothers in paid employment to another target population, such as men, or women 

without children in paid employment (Campbell et al., 1994; Cotton et al., 1990; Kaldenberg 

et al., 1995).

With the additional role(s) of mother and spouse, a decrease in levels of work 

commitment, particularly occupational commitment, organisational commitment, job 

involvement and labour force attachment, has been reported in previous research (Campbell 

et al., 1994; Chusmir, 1986; Cotton et al., 1990; Uhlenberg & Cooney, 1990). As it is the 

gender role expectation that women will be the primary caregivers for their children, family
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status and children have been regarded as detrimental to the level of career commitment for 

mothers in paid employment (Campbell et al., 1994; Hoffman, 1989; Uhlenberg & Cooney, 

1990). Career commitment has been found to be significantly lower for mothers in paid 

employment than for women in paid employment (single and married) without children 

(Campbell et al., 1994; Uhlenberg & Cooney, 1990). The decrease in commitment for 

mothers in paid employment may reflect a specific life cycle stage (Bielby & Bielby, 1984), 

such the child rearing years, suggesting that career commitment may be a static trait, rather 

than an unchanging dispositional state.

The degree to which individuals are attached to, identify with, value their own career, 

and established in, as well as the amount of time and effort devoted to the pursuit of career 

advancement (Collarelli & Bishop, 1990; Goulet & Singh, 2002) may influence decisions 

about whether, or when, to have children for many women. Greater job commitment and 

labour attachment has been reported by mothers with less number of children (Chusmir,

1986; Cotton et al, 1990; Steffy & Jones, 1988). Kaldenberg et al.’s (1995) study on dentists, 

which distinguished between affective and behavioural professional (career) commitment, 

found that women were working less (behavioural commitment), yet still held similar 

attitudes about their work (affective commitment). The presence of children was associated 

with high levels of affective career commitment for women, yet their behavioural 

commitment was reduced (Kaldenberg et al., 1995), due to the physical demands of meeting 

the additional family responsibilities (Gerson, 1990).

In previous studies on career commitment and related constructs, many women have 

been found to maintain a high level of career commitment and have career aspirations that are 

not hindered by the presence of children (Kaldenberg et al., 1995), with many women 

maintaining employment for reasons other than financial survival. Chester (1990) suggested 

that there was a tendency for women with high levels of achievement motivation, that is, “the 

need to compete successfully with an internal or external standard of excellence”, (p. 84) to
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be drawn to lifestyles, which combine external employment and parenting roles. Career 

salience, which consists of a general attitude towards work, career planning and 

advancement, and the relative priority of work and career (Greenhaus, 1971, 1973), was also 

found to be predictive of women’s work activity in the first six years of her child’s life 

(Morgan & Hock, 1984, cited in Cotton et ah, 1990). Furthermore, women with an 

expectation to work after they married have been found to have higher education levels, 

fewer and older children, and higher levels of work attachment (Cotton et al., 1990; Geerken 

& Gove, 1983; Railings, & Nye, 1979; Shapiro & Shaw, 1982). In order to explain this 

finding, Cotton et al. (1990) suggested that higher levels of education and smaller families 

might provide an opportunity for employment. Conversely, a mother’s predetermined 

commitment to the labour force may actually determine her level of education, family size 

and the structure of her family (number and spacing of children), which all may be 

orchestrated to accommodate her participation in the workforce. Bielby and Bielby’s (1984) 

longitudinal study supports this view and they found that work commitment was stable over 

time and strongly associated with levels of labour force participation.

Research investigating how desires for having children is accommodated by 

individuals with career aspirations suggests that most women committed to their career are 

either unclear about how to maintain a multiple role lifestyle or how to minimise role strain 

and maximise psychological health and career opportunities (Greenglass & Devin, 1982; 

Machung, 1989; Me Cracken & Weitzman, 1997; O'Connell, Betz & Kurth, 1989; Sullivan, 

1992).

According to role strain theory (Goode, 1960; Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987), the 

reduction in time, energy and resources available to adequately meet the needs of all roles is 

likely to be reflected in levels of work commitment and job performance (Bielby & Bielby, 

1984). Incompatible work and family role demands have been reported to be negatively 

associated with career commitment, that is, the greater the interrole conflict, the greater the
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diversion from career priorities (Colarelli & Bishop, 1990; Parasuraman et al., 1989). These 

studies, however, did not differentiate between the direction of the interference between work 

and family domains. Increased levels of interference, particularly work-to-family interference 

have been reported by individuals who have lower levels of career commitment (Bradley, 

2002) and were preoccupied with their jobs whislt aiming for career-related success (Prone & 

Rice, 1987; Greenhaus & Kopelman, 1981; Wiley, 1987). Interestingly, Boyar, Maertz and 

Pearson (2004) found that family-to-work interference was not related to the work-related 

characteristics of absenteeism, leaving work early or tardiness in order to meet family needs. 

This finding may reflect the salience of the work domain for employees with high career 

aspirations, such that interference from the family to the work domain was regarded as 

detrimental to career progress (Boyar et al., 2004). They also suggested that the use of 

effective coping strategies to manage multiple role involvement and social desirability may 

dictate that conflicts between roles are attributed more to work than family (Pratt & Rosa, 

1994).

Career commitment has been found to be a contributing factor to individual 

differences in vulnerabilities in experiencing strain. Low levels of career commitment have 

been reported in individuals with high levels of burnout (Pierce & Molloy, 1990), whilst 

another study found that the stressor-burnout relationship was significantly stronger for 

individuals with higher levels of commitment to their career (Reilly, 1994).

The present programme of research aimed to investigate further the relationship 

between career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being for mothers with young 

children, in order to extend our understanding of these connections.

Social identity theory and career commitment for multiple role incumbents.

On a more theoretical level, social identity theory is a viewpoint considered to link the 

constructs of career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being. The psychological
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significance to their own well-being has been a subject of theoretical debate.

Individuals tend to be attracted to, devote time to and value the roles at which they are 

competent and which they experience as intrinsically satisfying, as well as, extrinsically 

rewarding (Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 2000; Frone, 2000; Frone, Russell & Bames, 1996, 

Greenhaus, 2001; Mortimer, Lorence & Kunka, 1986; Reitzes & Mutran, 1994), By enacting 

a role that is central to an individual’s self-concept, an individual gains more meaning, 

purpose and behavioural guidance, which in turn contributes to greater psychological well

being (Martire et ah, 2000; Noor, 2004; Thoits, 1992). The psychological salience of a given 

role identity (Burke, 1991; Frone et al., 1995; O’Neil & Greenberger, 1994; Schlenker, 1987; 

Thoits, 1991) has been regarded as a function of commitment to that role (Brown, Bifulco & 

Harris, 1987; Shibley Hyde, Delamaer & Durik, 2001). Individuals who display high levels 

of commitment to their career are considered to hold their career role as salient and central to 

their self-identification and therefore, engage in behaviours, cognitions and attitudes (e.g., 

ethical behaviour; participation in professionally relevant activities such as reading journals 

and professional development meetings), which are commensurate with the normative 

expectations relevant to their chosen career role (Kerr et al., 1997). Previous research (Frone 

& Rice, 1987; Greenhaus et al., 1989; Hammer et al., 1997) has found that individuals with 

high levels of work salience dedicated more time and energy to the work role at the expense 

of their domestic role (Greenhaus, et al., 1989).

As social roles are comprised of normative expectations for behaviours, the adequacy 

of an individual’s role performance can have direct implications for self-evaluation, with 

stressors (identity-relevant stressors) that hinder role performance in a salient role having 

greater effect on psychological well-being (Burke, 1991; Frone, 2000; Frone et al., 1995; 

Greenhaus, 2001; Krause, 1994; Martire et al., 2000; Schlenker, 1987; Thoits, 1991). When 

there is greater commitment to a particular role, any failures or setbacks are more harmful to

54
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the individual as there is a greater likelihood of increased vulnerabilities to stress (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1985). Similarly, when stressors stem from social roles that are less salient 

(identity-irrelevant stressors), there is a weaker impact upon an individual’s psychological 

well-being (Frone et ak, 1995). Fleck (1985) and Gurin, Verof and Feld (1960, cited in 

Greenberger & O’Neil, 1993) suggested, in support of social identity theory, that the degree 

of personal investment in a role (commitment) moderates the effect of role related 

experiences, that is, greater psychological well-being is reported by individuals who place 

greater meaning and have a higher personal investment in a particular role.

Mixed findings have been reported in studies investigating the direct or moderating 

effects of salience of a role identity on role strain and psychological well-being (Aria & 

Chamberlain, 2006; Luchetta, 1995; Martire et al., 2000; Noor, 2004). Perrone and Civeiletto 

(2004) found that of the three aspects of role salience (role commitment, expression of 

personal values with a role, and degree of participation), role commitment was found to be 

the only significant contributor to role stain. Psychological well-being has also been found to 

be affected by patterns of role commitment (Greenberger & O’Neil, 1993), so that a highly 

career committed person may experience greater family stress and reduced psychological 

well-being, as a result of placing less importance on activities attached to the family role 

compared to career-related activities.

Noor (2004) found that work salience exacerbated the negative impact of work-to- 

family interference (rather than family-to-work interference) on psychological well-being and 

to explain this finding suggested that women who regard work as highly salient may also 

regard the family role as having equivalent importance and are distressed when work 

demands intrude upon meeting family responsibilities Therefore, when strain occurs between 

roles that are both highly salient, and in which there are the expectations of stress, the stress 

experienced may have a negative impact upon well-being (Noor, 2004). This is consistent 

with other studies that have reported that individuals with high work salience and high
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home/family salience were more likely to experience role strain (Niles & Goodnough, 1996; 

O’Neil & Greenberger, 1994). An alternative explanation is that effective performance in 

highly salient roles is important to self-identity, career-involved individuals may tolerate 

extensive work-to-family interference in order to achieve career success (Greenhaus, 

Parasuraman and Collins, 2001; Thoits, 1991).

Similarly, although not proposing to be investigating identity theory, Marks (1977) 

suggested that commitment levels (over and under commitment), rather than excessive role 

demands, contribute to the experience of role overload and role conflict. Marks postulated 

that individuals would typically devote more time, resources and energy to the roles that they 

value and as not all roles are necessarily valued uniformly, feelings of guilt and resentment 

can arise when situational constraints force an individual to give more time and energy than 

preferred to a less favoured role. The specific emotions experienced, which may be due to an 

individual’s commitment to a particular role have received little research to date (Campbell et 

ah, 1994).

This current programme of research aimed to develop an understanding of the links 

between commitment of an individual to their career, psychological well-being and role strain 

for mothers in paid employment, informed from a social identity perspective. The extent to 

which such links exist could yield important information for the work-family interface and 

career development literature may prove an essential area of future investigation.

In the next section, the relationship between the career-related variable of career 

stages and multiple role involvement is examined as many women have commenced and are 

often well established on a career path when they start a family.

Career Stages and Multiple Role Involvement

Organising the progression of an individual’s career, particularly for women, is often 

a complex, multifaceted process and requires consideration of the demands inherent in a 

particular stage of an individual’s personal life, such as marriage, child-rearing and caring for
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elderly relatives. Career decisions, such as vocational choice, career path choice, timing of 

career interruption(s) and applications for promotions (Cook, 1993; Kram, 1996) also require 

consideration. In past decades, involvement in work and family roles tended to occur 

sequentially (Gutek et al., 1991), with women either ceasing or interrupting their participation 

in the workforce, in order to bring up their children (Roberts & Newtown, 1987; Swanson et 

al., 1998). In more recent years, short-term family planning decisions, rather than the longer- 

term ultimate decisions, were reported to be influenced by concerns about the possible 

negative impact that the presence of children may have on educational and career goals 

(Killien, 1987; Pascual, Haynes, Galperin & Bomstein, 1995; Sullivan, 1992), hence there 

were delays in having children.

Work and family demands, as well as the level and nature of interference between 

roles, differ with the various life cycle stages (Higgins et al., 1994). Women’s choice to delay 

child rearing until their career is established has been shown to be associated with numerous 

difficulties in attaining desired career outcomes (Roberts & Newtown, 1987). These 

difficulties include the necessity to attend to family needs at a time when one’s career is at 

it’s greatest visibility (Higgins et al, 1994), increased role strain and psychological distress 

(Gill & Muller, 1998; Higgins et al, 1994), difficulty obtaining suitable employment after an 

interruption to one’s career (Robert & Newtown, 1987) and career disruptions to attend to the 

demands of other roles (Roberts & Newtown, 1987). Women who have children earlier in 

their careers have been found to be able to develop and work towards career goals, whilst 

simultaneously attending to, or having previously attended to family needs (Gill & Muller, 

1997; Me Kenna, 1997). As the level of involvement in one’s career has been found to be less 

at earlier career stages, there appears less pressure to organise a career around the needs of 

the family (Piotrkowski, Rapaport & Rapaport, 1987).

To incorporate the changing work environment that has occurred over recent decades 

and acknowledging the phenomenon of recycling, Super (1978, 1992) reviewed his career
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stage progression theory and incorporated the notion that individuals may vary in their degree 

of commitment to, and participation in major life roles (e.g., child, student, leisurite, citizen, 

worker and homemaker), across differing career stages. Super (1988) stated that “it is 

increasingly common for individuals to change their major field of activity, whether in 

employment or homemaking, after having become established in one field” (p. 4).

Similar to previous research (Aryee et ah, 1994; Stumpf & Rabinowitz, 1981) and in 

order to accommodate the likelihood of recycling in the current research for the sample group 

of mothers in paid employment, career stage was defined by career tenure in the current 

research. The exploration stage represented career tenure of two years and under, the 

establishment stage represented between two and ten years career tenure and the maintenance 

stage was signified by career tenure of ten years and over. Smart (1998) in her Australian 

study, found that 33% of her professional sample were engaged in recycling, that is, they had 

returned to cognitive and behavioural characteristics relevant to previous career stages. The 

large number of recyclers found in Smart’s (1998) study may be due to the possibilities of 

recent career changes or an interruption to an individual’s career to attend to family 

obligations.

There has been very little research on the characteristics of career stages and their 

relationship with women’s psychological health, namely, role strain and psychological well

being. Similarly very few studies on career stage have identified women as the main focus of 

the study. Omstein and Isabella’s (1990) and Smart’s (1998) studies with female samples 

investigated the relationship between career stages and career-related variables only. The 

present study aimed to redress these gaps in the literature, by examining the relationship 

between career stage, role strain and psychological well-being for women with young 

children.

The career-related variable of career withdrawal intentions and its relationship to 

multiple role involvement is presented in the next section.
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Career Withdrawal Intentions and Multiple Role Involvement

Withdrawal cognitions can be addressed from the position of either an individual’s 

career or job. Career withdrawal cognitions include thoughts about leaving one’s career, 

intention to search for an alternative career and intentions to leave one’s career field (Blau, 

1988). Job withdrawal cognitions, that is, thoughts about leaving a specific job have been 

associated with organisational commitment (Carson & Bedeian, 1994), as when one leaves a 

job they are also likely to leave an employing organisation. Given that the current research 

aimed to examine the broader, longer-term construct of careers instead of a specific job, the 

construct of career withdrawal cognitions, rather than specific job withdrawal cognitions was 

considered the appropriate variable to be examined.

Role strain has been suggested to be a potential determinant of the decision to 

withdraw from a career (Greenhaus, Collins, Singh and Parasuraman, 1997), however, this 

relationship has not received a great deal of research attention. In one study, an association 

between interference, especially work-to-family interference and career withdrawal intentions 

was found for individuals with low involvement in their career (Greenhaus et al., 1997). As 

work-to-family interference arises primarily from work environment stressors (Prone, Russell 

et al., 1992a, 1997), individuals who are considering withdrawing from a professional career 

field may acknowledge the source of the stress and recognise the likelihood that that leaving 

the profession will alleviate the stress levels (Greenhaus et al., 1997, 2001). In support of this 

finding, Grandey and Cropanzano (1999) found that individuals with increased work-to- 

family interference experienced increased job distress, which was related to withdrawal 

intentions. Individuals who experience family-to-work interference are therefore, less likely 

to withdraw from their career, as the source of the interference is the family, rather that the 

work domain.

Fitting within the context of social identity theory, efficacious performance in highly 

salient roles is important to individuals self-identify (Thoits, 1991). In order to achieve and
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maintain success in their careers, individuals involved in their careers may be able to tolerate 

the interference of work into family life (Greenhaus et al., 2001; Thoits, 1991), particularly 

given that the impact of the stress is not on the salient (work) role. Therefore, when the career 

role is salient, withdrawal from a career may not be highly dependent on the levels of 

interference experienced. On the other hand, individuals with low career involvement who 

experience high levels of work-to-family interference may be more inclined to leave their 

career because their career is not sufficiently salient to their self-identity to justify continual 

interference of work demands on their family life (Greenhaus et al, 2001).

In the career development and work-family interface literature, there is a dearth of 

research on the relationship between career withdrawal intentions and the other role strain 

variables, such as role overload and internal role conflict, as well as the psychological well

being of multiple role incumbents. The current research aimed to expand on previous findings 

on the connections between interference and career withdrawal intentions, as well as examine 

the nature of the links between career withdrawal intentions, a wider range of role strain 

variables and psychological well-being for mothers in multiple roles.

In the next section, the career-related variable of expected utility of one’s present job 

and its relationship with multiple role involvement is presented.

Expected Utility of One’s Present Job and Multiple Role Involvement

Expected utility of one’s present job is operationalised as the “perceived relevance of 

a present job to an individual’s career development” (Blau, 1999, p. 689). As the present day 

view of career is a succession of jobs or work-related events, the collection of jobs engaged 

in throughout an individual’s working life is expected to be instrumental in reaching career 

goals (Aryee et al., 1994). The construct of expected utility of one’s present job incorporates 

the broader, longer-term notion of a career and therefore, differs in focus from job 

involvement, which has been regarded as “the degree to which the individual identifies with a 

job, that is the importance of the job to one’s self image” (Blau, 1988).
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The met expectations hypothesis (Porter & Steers, 1973) maintains that “individuals 

bring sets of expectations to job situations, and these expectations must be met for individuals 

to remain in an organization” (Bedeian, Kemery & Pizzolatto, 1991, p.332). Mobley, Griffith, 

Hand & Meglino (1979) extended this reasoning to suggest that, irrespective of the level of 

satisfaction an actual job brings, individuals may be committed to their job because of the 

expectation that their present job may be relevant to their career path and provide career 

growth opportunities, as well as desired career outcomes. Aryee et al (1994) found expected 

utility of one’s present job to be a significant predictor of career commitment.

There is a lack of literature addressing the construct of expected utility of an 

individual’s present job and its relevance for multiple role incumbents. Given that there is an 

expected association between the constructs of expected utility of one’s present job and 

career commitment (Bedeian et al., 1991), it is expected that women with high career 

commitment are likely to find their present job useful in achieving desired career outcomes. 

Given the lack of research on expected utility of one’s present job and multiple role 

involvement, the current research aimed to address this deficit by determining linkages 

between this career-related construct, role strain and psychological well-being for mothers in 

paid employment.

In the next section, the career-related variable of career satisfaction and its relevance 

to multiple role involvement is addressed.

Career Satisfaction and Multiple Role Involvement

Similar to the career withdrawal intentions construct, levels of work-related 

satisfaction can be addressed from either the perspective of an individual’s career or job. As 

the focus of the current research was on the careers of mothers, career satisfaction, which is 

representative of a long term and broad focus, rather than job satisfaction, a construct with a 

more specific, current job-related reference, was considered the more appropriate variable to 

be explored. Parasuraman and Simmers (2001) operationalised career satisfaction as the
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“evaluation of the satisfactoriness of the progress and success of individuals over time in their 

work life” (p.556).

Career satisfaction and its relevance for multiple role incumbents has not been a 

factor extensively studied in the work-family interface literature. Satisfaction experienced 

from a particular role has been reported to alleviate some of the negative effects of role strain 

for women (Erdwins et ah, 2001) and more particularly, low levels of satisfaction with the 

work role has been found to be a significant predictor of higher levels of role strain (Aryee, 

1992; Baruch & Barnett, 1985). Parasuraman and Simmers (2001) found that high 

interference was associated with low career satisfaction for individuals employed by 

organisations.

Similar to other career-related variables, there is a lack of literature on the linkages 

between career satisfaction, other role strain variables of role overload and internal role 

conflict with psychological well-being for multiple role incumbents. To further our 

knowledge on the interplay between career-related variables, such as career satisfaction and 

psychological health, the present study investigated career satisfaction’s relationship with 

role strain and psychological well-being for mothers in paid employment.

In the next section, the career-related construct of supervisor support for career and its 

relationship to multiple role involvement is examined.

Supervisor Support for Career and Multiple Role Involvement

Careers can be enriched and psychosocial development enhanced when employees 

have supportive relationships with their supervisors (Greenhaus, 1987). Such support 

includes activities such as: provision of opportunities for challenging work assignments, 

performance feedback, career guidance (Greenhaus, Parasuraman & Wormely, 1990), as well 

as more general activities such as: sponsorship, protection, exposure, role modelling, 

psychological support, counselling and friendship (Colarelli & Bishop, 1990; Kram, 1988).



Most research on supervisor support has focussed on support in attending to family 

obligations (Lapierre & Allen, 2006), rather than support for their career. The studies on 

supervisor support for career and related constructs for multiple role incumbents have 

concentrated predominantly on mentoring, which focuses more broadly on psychosocial 

support, career development, motivation and role modelling (Gutteridge, Liebowitz & Shore, 

1993; Lankau, 1996; cited inNeilson, et ah, 2001; Nielson, Carlson & Lankau, 2001; Ragins, 

1997). As expected, mentor supportiveness has been found to be related to lower levels of 

interference. However, contrary to expectations, mentoring has been more strongly associated 

with family-to-work interference than work-to-family interference, referred to as the 

mentoring paradox (Nielson et ah, 2001). Nielson et ah (2001) suggested that the mentoring 

paradox might be due to the focus on work priorities, with proteges encouraged to take on 

more challenging assignments, hence, they are psychologically involved in their work with 

the perception of less interference from family to work roles. Another explanation for the 

mentoring paradox is that mentors model effective behaviours and practices for balancing 

work and family obligations (Nielson et ah, 2001).

Very little research has been done on the relationship between supervisor support for 

career and psychological health, hence to further our knowledge on the interaction between 

supervisor support for career and multiple role involvement, the effects of supervisor support 

for career on role strain and psychological well-being was examined in the current research.

In the next section perceived work schedule flexibility and its association with 

multiple role involvement is presented.

Perceived Work Schedule Flexibility and Multiple Role Involvement

Means by which an organisation endeavours to assist workers, who have family 

obligations can be separated into two main components, that is, family supportive policies 

and family-supportive supervisors (Thomas & Ganster, 1995). Family supportive policies and 

practices “refer to the services that make the everyday management of family responsibilities
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easier, such as childcare, eldercare, flexitime, information and referral services, care for sick 

children, telecommuting, job sharing, parenting seminars, and family leave.” (Thomas & 

Ganster, 1995, p. 8).

The family supportive policy of workplace schedule flexibility, more so than 

supervisor sensitivity to family needs, has been significantly related to the reduction of 

interference between work and family demands (Bohen-Viveros & Long, 1981; Fleck et ah, 

1980; Warren & Johnson, 1995). There is evidence to suggest that workplace schedule 

flexibility has a significant effect on psychological well-being by increasing employees’ 

perceptions of control and thereby, decreasing interference between domains (Clark, 2001; 

Hammer et ah, 1997; Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Pierce, Newstrom, Dunham & Barber, 1989). 

Allowing staff to start late or leave early, take occasional days off and receive phone calls 

from family were reported to be the most beneficial workplace flexibility factors in reducing 

role strain, as individuals were better able to coordinate responsibilities both in the family and 

work domains (Anderson et ah, 2002; Greenberger, Goldberg, Hamill, O’Neil & Payne,

1989; Ralston, 1989; Warren & Johnson, 1995). Lee, MacDermid, Williams, Buck and 

Leiba-O’Sullivan (2002) reported that managers and professionals utilising flexible work 

arrangements, which resulted in reduced workload, reported greater psychological well

being, increased satisfaction with their work-family balance and improved relationships with 

their children. Organisations offering flexitime were found to be particularly attractive to 

individuals experiencing high levels of interference between work and family (Rau &

Hyland, 2002).

In order to expand upon the career development and work-family4nterface literature 

and determine links between perceived work schedule flexibility and the psychological health 

of multiple role incumbents, the current research examined this career-related variable and its 

relationship with role strain and psychological well-being for mothers with young children.
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In the next section, the career-related variable of career priority and its relationship 

with multiple role involvement is examined.

Career Priority and Multiple Role Involvement

Career priority, that is, the relative priority attached to an individual’s own career, in 

comparision to their partner’s career, is another career-related variable not commonly 

examined in the work-family interface literature. In the few studies that have investigated 

career priority, differing findings have been reported. The relative priority of the male 

partner’s career over the female’s career has been associated to an increase in interference 

between roles for women, particularly for women with demanding jobs (Greenhaus et al, 

1989; Russell, 1994). This finding was not supported in Hammer et al’s (1997) study, who 

found that career priority did not affect levels of interference reported. No other role strain 

variables (e.g., role overload) were examined in these studies, a limitation this current 

research aimed to address.

Hammer et al. (1997) recommended that results from studies that examined the career 

priority measure be interpreted cautiously, as the findings may actually be a function of 

traditional role expectations, in which the male’s career is given priority over the female’s 

career. They also suggested that the career priority measure may not be comparable across 

subjects or samples, as it assesses the relative priority of an individual’s career compared to 

his/her own partner’s career. In support of Hammer et al.’s comments, career priority has 

been found to be affected by traditional gender role ideology. Werbel (1998) found that 

women with more traditional views about gender roles and who had spouses who preferred 

them not to work, expressed lower intentions to work in paid employment after childbirth and 

had lower career priority (i.e., priority attached to their own career). Social class has also 

been found to be associated with different values about men and women’s roles. Deutsch 

(1999) found that 65% of women who were part of a dual-earner, alternating-shift, working 

class couple stated that men were the primary breadwinners in the home, “couples recognised
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the necessity of wives’ financial contributions but were not entirely comfortable with it” 

(Deutsch, 1999, p. 283). Goldberg and Perry-Jenkins (2004) found that working class women 

in the United States with traditional sex role ideology who worked in paid employment, yet 

who believed that they should be in the home with the children reported high levels of 

depression and anxiety. If there is a clash between women’s ideals and their lived reality, that 

is, their belief is not to provide economically within the home but to care for the children, 

there may be deleterious effects on their psychological well-being (Goldberg and Perry- 

Jenkins, 2004). The present research aimed to enlarge upon this literature and examined 

whether there is an association between career-related variable of career priority, role strain 

and psychological well-being for multiple role incumbents.

The next section presents the research questions that guided the present research.

The Research Questions Addressed in the Present Programme of Research

In summary, there has been little attention paid to the relationship between career- 

related variables, psychological well-being and role strain in the work-family interface and 

career development literature for multiple role incumbents, including mothers in paid 

employment with young children. Many women are having children when established and 

committed to their career and according to role strain theory (Goode, 1960; 1974) benefits 

that are usually associated with employment are likely to have been eroded with the 

assumption of the additional work role (Bradley, 2002; Burke & Greenglass, 1987; Duxbury 

& Higgins, 1994; Goode, 1974; Gutek et al., 1991; Higgins et ah, 1994; Voyandoff, 2002).

In study 1, the first research question was addressed: Is there a relationship between 

career commitment and psychological health (psychological well-being and role strain) for 

mothers in paid employment? To answer this question the first study compared the levels of 

psychological well-being (psychological distress, perceived stress and coping and global life 

satisfaction) and role strain (role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work



interference and internal role conflict) across levels of career commitment for the sample 

group. Whether career commitment and role strain (including the role strain variables) were 

predictive of psychological well-being was also examined.

Study 2 expanded upon study 1 and addressed an area also largely neglected within the 

work-family interface and career development literature. The research question that guided 

the second study was: Is there a relationship between psychological health (role strain and 

psychological well-being) and other career-related variables (career stage, career withdrawal 

intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, career priority, supervisor 

support for career and perceived work schedule flexibility) for mothers in paid employment? 

Firstly, the intercorrelations between the career-related variables and psychological well

being and role strain were examined, in order to determine whether career-related variables 

were related to mothers’ experience of role strain and psychological well-being. Secondly, 

whether there were differences in the levels of role strain and psychological well-being 

reported over differing career stages was investigated. Thirdly, the degree to which career- 

related variables (career commitment, career withdrawal intentions, career satisfaction, career 

priority, expected utility of present job, supervisor support for career and perceived work 

schedule flexibility) predicted overall psychological well-being and whether career-related 

variables improve role strain’s prediction of overall psychological well-being was 

investigated.

The next chapter presents the first study, which examined the relationships between the 

role strain, psychological well-being and the career-related variable of career commitment.

67
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CHAPTER 3

STUDY 1: CAREER COMMITMENT, ROLE STRAIN AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING 

Overview

The first study addressed the research question: Is there a relationship between career 

commitment and psychological health (psychological well-being and role strain) for mothers 

in paid employment? To answer this question, comparisons were made between levels of 

overall psychological well-being and the psychological well-being subscales (psychological 

distress, perceived stress and coping, and global life satisfaction) and role strain and the role 

strain subscales (role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference and 

internal role conflict) across the three levels of low, medium and high career commitment. 

The value of career commitment and role strain as predictors of psychological well-being was 

also assessed.

The hypotheses in the first study for the sample group of mothers in paid employment 

with young children were that:

1. Mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment would have lower 

levels of psychological well-being and higher levels of role strain compared to 

mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment.

2. Higher levels of career commitment and higher levels of role strain would predict 

lower levels of psychological well-being

Justification for researching these hypotheses arises from the literature review 

presented in Chapter 2. The essence of the literature is that a relationship has been found 

between career commitment, role strain (Bradley, 2002; Pierce & Molloy, 1990; Reilly,

1994) and psychological well-being (Prone, 2000; Prone, 2002b).

In regards to the psychological health of mothers in paid employment, considerable 

attention has been given in the work-family interface literature to the role strain theory
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(Goode, 1960; 1974). This theory contends that role strain occurs in individuals as a result of 

a perceived difficulty in meeting multiple role demands, due to limitations on time, energy 

and psychological resources (Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Small 

& Riley, 1990) and is supported by the majority of studies, which show that the effects of 

multiple role incumbency are detrimental to psychological health (Adams, Herst, Bruck & 

Sutton, 2000; Bradley, 2002; Coverman, 1989; Duxbury, 2003; Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; 

Gill & Muller, 1997; Greenhaus, & Parasuranam, 1986; Greenhaus, et ah, 1989; Prone et al., 

1994; Prone, Yardley et al, 1997; Higgins et ah, 1994; Rosenfield, 1989). Opposing the role 

strain theory is the role enhancement theory, which has received less research attention than 

the role strain theory and purports that the addition of a work role to the family role is 

beneficial for an individual’s psychological health (Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987; Barnett & 

Hyde, 2001; Seiber, 1974).

Improved psychological well-being has been reported to be a beneficial outcome of 

employment. There is, however, a large amount of literature, which has found that the 

repercussions of striving to fulfil simultaneous, cumulative, and often incompatible 

obligations, whilst performing multiple roles can create an increased vulnerability, not only to 

role strain but also contribute to diminished psychological well-being (Aneshensel, 1986; 

Baruch and Barnett, 1986; Baruch, Biener & Barnett, 1987; Bradley, 2002; Brennan & 

Rosenweig, 1990; Brown & Harris, 1978; Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Prone and Rice 1987; 

Gill & Muller, 1997; Gore & Mangione, 1983; Greenhaus et al., 1989; Gutek et al., 1991; 

Hemmelgarn & Laing, 1991; Higgins et al., 1994; Hughes & Galinsky, 1994; Kandel et al., 

1985; Langan-Fox, 1998; Lewis & Cooper, 1983; MacEwen & Barling, 1994; Schwartz 

1992; Shwartzberg & Dytell, 1996; Thoits, 1983; Welch & Booth, 1977).

Although work-related characteristics have also been found to exert a strong influence 

on psychological well-being for mothers in paid employment (Parasuraman & Simmers, 

2001), longer-term, broader, career-related constructs have seldom been studied in relation to
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the psychological health (psychological well-being and role strain) of multiple role 

incumbents. This area of research is valuable particularly given the changing world of work 

and resultant commitment to careers over particular jobs or organisations (Colarelli &

Bishop, 1990; Johnson, 1996; Snape & Redman, 2003). The studies that have studied career 

commitment in relation to the psychological well-being of mothers in paid employment have 

produced mixed findings (Pierce & Molloy, 1990; Reilly, 1994). Role strain, in particular 

incompatible work and family role demands have been reported to be negatively associated 

with career commitment, that is, the greater the interrole conflict, the greater the diversion 

from career priorities (Colarelli & Bishop, 1990; Parasuraman et al., 1989).

Mothers in paid employment with children under the age of six years of age were 

chosen as the sample group to be studied in the current research, due to the increase of 

mothers with young children in the workforce (ABS, 2004) and the high degree of work and 

family stress reported by mothers with greater family responsibilities (Gerstel & Gallagher, 

1993; Higgins et al., 1994; Mikolaj & Boggs, 1991), particularly when they have young 

children (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1986; Kinnunen & Mauno, 1998; Parasuraman, 

Greenhaus, & Granrose, 1992; Swanson, Power & Simpson, 1998; Voydanoff, 1988).

This current study aimed to redress a gap in the work-family interface and career 

development literature by examining the relationship between role strain, psychological well

being and the career-related variable of career commitment.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 407 mothers, who had children aged six years and younger 

and were in paid employment. Participants were recruited from 84 Gold Coast childcare 

centres, via provision of a research questionnaire in the children’s allocated pigeon 

hole/pocket. There was a response rate of 47 % for the sample; therefore 53% of mothers, 

who received a questionnaire did not complete and return it for collection. Five of the
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questionnaires received were considered invalid and not included as part of this research. Of 

these invalid questionnaires, three respondents did not have children aged six years or under 

and two respondents did not complete any of the measures, with only partial demographics 

provided.

The sample consisted of 64 % of mothers aged over 30 years of age, with the average 

age being 32 years and 8 months. Eighty-six percent of the sample were living with a partner 

(married, defacto or divorced and remarried), with married women comprising 67% of the 

total sample. Of those in a relationship, 47% had been in a relationship for over nine years 

and 65% reported that their work did not cause conflict with their partners. The average 

length of time that a participant had been a parent was 4 years and 6 months and the average 

number of children residing at home for the total sample was 1.7 children. The average age of 

the youngest child at home was 3 years of age. Fifty-one percent of participants had one child 

and 49% had two or more children in total. The majority of mothers had one child aged six 

years and under at home (66%), with the remaining participants having two or more children 

under the age of six years at home.

Forty-two percent of participants had completed school at Primary, Year 10 or Year 

12 levels, 27% of mothers had completed a TAFE course and 25% of mothers had completed 

a university degree. Just less than half of the mothers (43%) had returned to work when their 

youngest child was aged 6 months or less, whilst 70% had returned by the time their youngest 

child was 12 months old. The average amount of time spent in the workforce (not including 

time taken out of the labour market for attending to home duties and/or child rearing) was 14 

years and 8 months. The majority of children (73%) were in childcare for over 20 hours a 

week. The majority of participants reported having family support (73%), with 85% of these 

mothers utilising this support.

Sixty-five percent of mothers considered that they had a career to pursue, with the 

sample consisting of 118 mothers with low career commitment, 140 mothers with medium
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career commitment mothers and 148 mothers with high career commitment. Mothers with 

low career commitment had had an average of 15 years in the workforce and mothers with 

medium and high career commitment had had an average of 14 years workforce tenure. Time 

commitment to the work role did not vary greatly across levels of career commitment (low 

career commitment: under 20 hours was 39%; medium career commitment: under 20 hours 

was 37.1% and high career commitment: under 20 hours was 32.4%)

No distinguishing features were elicited from the data on job designation. Refer to the 

Descriptive Statistics section in the Results section of Chapter 3 for more on the 

Demographic Characteristics of the Participants (see page 82).

Materials

A research questionnaire (see Appendix A) was provided to mothers in paid 

employment, whose children attended childcare centres located on the Gold Coast, 

Queensland. Instructions were provided with the questionnaire, which explained that the 

research was examining psychological health and career-related factors of women with 

children under the age of six years old. Questionnaires were accompanied by the explanatory 

letter and confidentiality of information provided by participants on the survey questionnaire 

was assured (see Appendix B). In the initial section of the research questionnaire, the 

terminology used in regards to employment status was clarified, the requirements from the 

participants in each section of the questionnaire were outlined and details of the method of 

responses were described.

The questionnaire was divided into four sections. The first section consisted of a 

series of questions asking for demographic and personal information. The second section 

consisted of questions, in which responses were elicited via likert scales on role strain (role 

overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference and internal role conflict) 

and the psychological well-being measure of global life satisfaction. Section three consisted 

of questions, which required responses to questions, also via likert scales on work and career-
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related variables (see Chapter 4, Study 2, Method, Materials, page 110). Section four was 

comprised of questions relating to two of the psychological well-being measures, namely, 

psychological distress and perceived stress and coping.

Role Strain Measures

A role strain measure was obtained by averaging the total scores of the four 

individual measures of: role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work 

interference and internal role conflict. The role strain score ranged from 1 to 5, so that a high 

score indicated high levels of role strain. In the current research, the role strain measure 

included internal role conflict, a measure not incorporated in previous role strain measures. 

An exploratory factor analysis procedure of a principal components analysis (PCA) 

confirmed the role strain variables factored together. On the varimax orthogonal rotation all 

role strain variables loaded heavily together, that is, above .5, on factor 1 (see Appendix C, 

Table Cl). The findings of the factor analysis provided support for the inclusion of internal 

role conflict in an overall role strain measure. The role strain measure had a Cronbach alpha 

(a) of .89 in the current research. As the combination of measures that formed the role strain 

measure was unique to this study, no previous reliability measures were available.

The role overload scale was determined by six statements that were developed by 

Bohen and Viveros-Long (1981) as part of the job family role strain scale. Two examples of 

these statements were, “I feel I have more to do than I can comfortably handle” and “I feel 

physically drained when I get home from work”. Participants indicated their level of 

agreement or disagreement on a five-point likert scale. Scores were averaged with a range of 

1 to 5, so that a high score indicated high levels of role overload. The concurrent validity of 

the job-family role strain scale was .49 and the test-retest reliability was .85 (Bohen & 

Viveros-Long). This role overload measure has been used in a number of previous Australian 

studies (Alderton & Muller, 2000; Bradley, 2002; Gill & Muller, 1997; Sieb & Muller, 1999) 

and international studies (Duxbury & Higgins, 1994; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Gutek et



al., 1991; Higgins et al., 1994). The role overload measure in the current study had a 

Cronbach alpha (a) of .89.

To measure interference, Gutek et al.’s (1991) work-family conflict measure was 

used in the current study. This measure consists of eight items, four items measuring work- 

to-family interference, and four items measuring family-to-work interference. An example of 

the work-to-family interference items was, “My work takes up time that I’d like to spend 

with family/friends” and an example of the family-to-work interference items was, “My 

personal life takes up time that I’d like to spend at work”. Work-to-family interference and 

family-to-work interference items were rated on a five-point, valence-based likert scale and 

were averaged. Scores ranged for 1 to 5, with a high score indicating high work-to-family 

interference or family-to-work interference. An overall interference measure was obtained by 

averaging the family-to-work and work-to-family interference scores. Overall interference 

had a range of scores from 1 to 5, with a high score indicating high levels of interference. 

Alpha coefficients (a) reported across two studies for the work-to-family interference 

measure were .81 and .83, and for the family-to-work interference was .79 and .83 (Gutek et 

al., 1991). The work-to-family interference and family-to-work interference measures have 

been used in a number of studies on work-family conflict (Duxbury & Higgins, 1991; Eagle 

et al., 1997; Prone & Yardley, 1996; Gutek et al., 1991; Hammer et al., 1997; Higgins et al., 

1994), including Australian studies (Bradley, 2002; Gill & Muller, 1997). In the current 

research, work-to-family interference had a Cronbach alpha (a) of .74 and family-to-work 

interference had a Cronbach alpha (a) of .63. Hammer et al. (1997) reported a Cronbach 

Alpha (a) of .89 for the global interference measure and in the current study, the overall 

interference measure had a Cronbach alpha (a) of .77

Internal role conflict was measured with a six-item measure, adapted from Amatea 

and Fong’s (1991) internal role conflict measure. Participants were asked, “How much 

internal conflict is created for you by the following combinations of roles, at this time in your
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life”? The combination of roles provided were: worker versus parent, parent versus spouse, 

spouse versus worker, work versus time /space for self, spouse versus time /space for self 

and parent versus time /space for self. In this study, for reasons of uniformity with other 

measures in this questionnaire, a five-point likert scale was adopted instead of a four-point 

likert scale, as used in the original measure. Responses to the items were averaged and 

ranged from 1 to 5, with a high score indicating greater internal role conflict. No previous 

reliability scores have been provided. In the current study, the internal role conflict measure 

had a Cronbach alpha (a) of .85.

Psychological Well-Being Measures

Overall psychological well-being was assessed by averaging psychological distress, 

perceived stress and coping, and global life satisfaction scales. Individual psychological well

being variables were measured using different scaling procedures, hence, the overall 

psychological well-being score was represented by z scores, with high psychological well

being scores representing high levels of psychological well-being. The combination of 

measures that formed the overall psychological well-being measure was unique to this study 

and hence no previous reliability measures were available. The PCA confirmed that the 

individual psychological well-being variables factored heavily together. On the varimax 

orthogonal rotation all psychological well-being variables were heavily loaded together above 

.5, on factor 3 (see Appendix C, Table Cl).

Psychological distress was measured via employment of the General Health 

Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12). The GHQ-12 is a 12 item-screening test developed by 

Goldberg (1972, 1978) and is intended to be an indicator of psychological distress as well as, 

determining the presence or absence of minor psychiatric problems. A sample item is, “Have 

you recently been able to enjoy your normal day-to-day activities? Participants responded to 

each item on a four-point likert scale, with scores ranging from 0 to 3. Scores had a range 

from 0 to 36 and were reversed for uniformity with other psychological well-being measures,
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so higher scores indicated lower psychological distress. Studies establishing the validity of 

the GHQ-12 have obtained sensitivities between 71% and 93% (Goldberg & Williams, 1988; 

Mari & Williams, 1985; Shamsundar, Murthy, Prabhakar, & Krishna, 1986). Inter-item 

reliability for the scale was .89. Split half reliability was .83 and test retest reliability was .73 

(Goldberg and Williams, 1998). In this study the GHQ obtained a Cronbach alpha (a) of .88.

Perceived stress and coping was measured utilising Gray et al.’s (1990) five-item 

scale. Participants were asked to respond to the question, “How often in the past month, have 

you experienced the following feelings?” for five items listed. A sample item was, “You 

were able to control the important things in your life”. Items were rated on a five-point likert 

scale, with the response format expanded from the Gray et al.’s (1990) original three-point 

scale, in order to maintain consistency with the other scales in this research. The scores for 

individual items were averaged, with a high score indicating high levels of perceived stress 

and coping (i.e. low perceived stress and high ability to cope with strain). Gray et al. reported 

that this instrument had sufficient internal consistency, with a coefficient alpha (a) of .71. In 

the current study, a Cronbach alpha (a) of .80 was obtained.

Global life satisfaction was assessed with a single global measure taken from Gray et 

al.’s (1990) study, “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life these days”. 

Participants rated items on a valence-based, five-point likert scale and were averaged and 

reversed. Scores ranged from 1 to 5, so that a high score indicated high levels of global life 

satisfaction. Gray et al. found a correlation of r = .51 between the global life satisfaction 

measure and their perceived stress and coping instrument, which they suggested offers 

evidence for this measure’s validity (Gray et al.). A single item instrument has been reported 

to have a number of psychometric difficulties, however, Gray et al. cite Deiner (1984), who 

stated that when a brief measure of well-being is required, such a measure could be 

appropriate. In any case, the single measure was incorporated within the broader composite



measure of overall psychological well-being, which was a significant focus of the current 

study.

Career Commitment Measure

Career commitment was measured utilising a seven-item scale, which is an adapted 

version of that designed by Blau (1985, 1988). Blau’s scales targeted the specific nursing 

(1985) and newspaper and insurance (1988) vocations and hence employed relevant 

terminology suited to those lines of work. In the current research wording was altered to the 

more “general” and to target a wider array of career fields. Sample items included, “If I

could do it all over again, I would not choose to work in the________career field” and “I

definitely want a career for myself in the________career field”. It was clarified in the

instructions that the scale was assessing qualities of the current career field, not previous or 

desired career fields. The items were rated on a five-point likert scale, in order to maintain 

uniformity with the other scales in this study. Career commitment scores had a range of 7 to 

35, with a high score indicating a high level of career commitment. No cut-off ranges for 

determining different levels of career commitment have been employed consistently in the 

career commitment or general work commitment literature, hence there is no standard 

convention upon which to base career commitment cut-off ranges. In this study, levels of 

career commitment were determined by dividing scores into high, medium and low, with cut

off ranges based on one-third split of possible raw scores. The lowest third, with a raw score 

of 7 to 19 inclusive (range of 13 scores) represented low career commitment; the middle 

third range of scores with a raw score of 20 to 25 (range of 6 scores) represented medium 

career commitment and the highest third, with a raw score of 26 to 35 inclusive (range of 10 

scores) represented high career commitment. Blau’s (1985) measure was reported to have 

Cronbach alpha’s (a) of .85 and .84, and a test-retest reliability of .67 (Blau, 1985). The 

Cronbach alpha coefficient (a) for career commitment in the current study was .86.

The internal consistency (Cronbach alpha (a) measures for all role strain,
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psychological well-being and career commitment variables in the current and previous 

studies are summarised in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1

Internal Consistency Scores and Comparisons from Earlier Studies using Role Strain, 
Psychological Well-Being and Career Commitment Measures

Scale
No.
Items Previous Studies

Previous
Studies
Cronbach
Alpha

Current
Study
Cronbach
Alpha

Role Strain 20 N/A N/A .89
Work-to-family interference 4 Gutek et al. (1991) .81 & .83 .74
Family-to-work interference 4 Gutek et al. (1991) .79 & .83 .63
Overall Interference 8 Hammer et al. (1997) .89 .77
Role Overload 6 Bohen and Viveros-

Long(1981) .85 .89
Internal Role Conflict 6 Amatea & Fong Not .85

provided
Overall Psych Well-being 18 N/A N/A .7

Psychological Distress 12 Banks et al (1980) .83 &.93 .88
Perceived Stress and Coping 5 Gray et al. (1990) .71 .80

Career Commitment 7 Blau (1985) .84 & .85 .86

Procedure

Prior to conducting the study, ethical clearance was obtained from the Bond 

University Human Research Ethics Committee (BUHREC). Eighty-six childcare facilities on 

the Gold Coast were approached, in person, advising them of the nature of the research 

project and inviting participation. Childcare centre staff were provided with an explanatory 

letter outlining the details of the research project (see Appendix B). Eighty-four childcare 

centres agreed to participate and two centres declined.

Questionnaires were placed in pigeonholes or pockets designated for the dispatch of 

information to the children’s parents, located in the entrance of the childcare centres or in the 

children’s day-care rooms. An explanatory letter for participants explaining the study, 

including statements about confidentiality and voluntary participation (see Appendix B) 

accompanied the questionnaires. Participants completed the surveys and then returned their



79

completed questionnaires in the provided envelopes to a sealed box in the childcare centre. 

The collection of questionnaires occurred at one-week and again at two-week intervals, 

following the initial distribution to that particular centre. Typewritten notices were placed at 

the childcare centres after one week as a reminder to return questionnaires. The data was 

collected over a 16-week period.

Research Design

The collected data was separated into data sets or studies and analysed according to 

focus of the study. Study 1, the current study consisted of hypotheses investigating the 

relationship between levels of role strain, psychological well-being and career commitment of 

mothers in paid employment.

The methodological design of the research involved a one-phase, cross-sectional 

approach incorporating quantitative methods. Previous research in the work-family interface 

(Adams et ah, 1996; Gutek, 1991; Prone, Yardley et al. 1997; Plammer et al, 1997; 

Shwartzberg & Dytell, 1996), career commitment (Aryee & Tan, 1992; Blau, 1985; 1988; 

Snape & Redman, 2003) and career stage domains (Ornstein & Isabella, 1990; Reilly &

Orsak, 1991; Smart, 1998; Smart & Peterson, 1994) has used questionnaire data to represent 

the constructs of investigation. The use of self-report surveys has been a dominant and 

recognised form of data collection in the field of applied social and organisational 

psychology research (Shaunhnessy & Zechmeister, 1997). Large sample sizes are considered 

important for the analyses of questionnaire data, whether in cross-sectional or longitudinal 

research (Babbie, 2000). This current research had a sample of over 400 mothers to assess the 

interrelationships amongst variables. Data in the current research was analysed using SPSS 

for windows (Version 12; 2004).
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Preliminary Data Inspection

Data Screening

Data from the subjects on the role strain, psychological well-being and career-related 

variables were tested for violations of the statistical assumptions of normality, prior to analysis. 

Departures from normality were assessed with the Kolmogorov-Smimov statistic and a 

comparison of critical and calculated skewness values of each distribution was conducted. A rule 

of thumb formula cited in Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1996) was used to calculate 

critical values of skewness, given the size of the sample and nominated alpha level of .01 (= 

skew/[6/N]). The variables of overall role strain, role overload, psychological distress and career 

commitment were considered normally distributed after reviewing the Kolmogorov-Smimov 

statistic. The distributions for these scales, therefore, did not require transformations. The role 

strain variables of: work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference and internal role 

conflict, as well as the psychological well-being variables of: global life satisfaction, perceived 

stress and coping, psychological distress and the overall psychological well-being variable, 

demonstrated moderate positive skewness. After reviewing the Kolmogorov-Smimov statistic, 

the data for these measures was transformed using a square root and log function. Results from 

the Kolmogorov-Smimov test did not achieve significance (p >.05) for any of these variables and 

the shape of the distributions did not show improvement. Therefore, these variables were 

retained in their original state for the analyses. Missing data was treated via a listwise deletion 

(SPSS, 2004).

A principal components analysis (PCA) was conducted as part of the data screening 

procedure. The aim was to confirm the interrelationships among role strain, psychological well

being and career-related variables and their subscales and to reduce the data “to a minimum 

number of uncorrelated dimensions” (Thorndike, 1990, p.415). Table Cl (Varimax Rotation of 

the Five-Factor Solution) and Figure Cl (Scree Plot for the PCA) given in Appendix C shows 

full confirmation of the role strain, psychological well-being and career-related variable



groupings. Essential procedures were followed in the PC A and varimax rotation solutions 

(Nunnally, 1978; Tabachnick & Fiddel, 1996).

As required for the standard multiple regressions conducted in hypothesis 2 in this study, 

the assumptions of case ratio, multicollinearity and singularity, normality, linearity, 

homoscedasticity and interdependence of residuals (Tabachnick & Fiddell, 1996) were tested 

prior to analysis. Using a criterion of p < .001, Mahalanobis distance reported no outliers in the 

sample. Given the sample size, the ratio of cases to independent variables for overall role strain 

(407:1), individual role strain variables (407:4) and for the three levels of career commitment 

(407:3) were well above the desirable level of 20 cases per independent variable. Collinearity 

Diagnostics and correlation coefficients demonstrated a limited overlap between variables.

Career commitment and role strain were modestly negatively correlated, though not to the extent 

that the statistical assumptions were violated.

Descriptive Statistics 

The Picture of the “Average ” Mother in Paid Employment

The picture of the “average” mother in paid employment was a 32-year-old married 

woman, who had been in her current relationship for over nine years. She had been a parent for 

four and a half years, with one or two children; the youngest child was two years old and if she 

had a second child he/she was four years old. The average mother had returned to work before 

her youngest child was less than 12 months old and her child(ren) was in childcare for 29 hours a 

week. She did regard herself as having a career and had been in her current career for nine years. 

She worked part-time, approximately 27 hours per week and had spent 14 years 8 months in the 

workforce in total (not including time taken out of the labour market for attending to home duties 

and/or child rearing). Her supervisor was generally supportive of her needs to attend to family 

demands and she considered her workplace to have family-friendly policies. Work was not 

regarded as a cause of conflict between herself and her partner. There was no outstanding single 

quality in regards to the demographics of job designation and education levels in the sample 

group. Please see Table 3.2 for the demographic characteristics of participants.
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Table 3.2

Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N=407)
Demographic Characteristics Percentages
Age

<30 years
30.1- 40 years 

>40.1 years

35.72%
57.38%
6.90%

Relationship Status
Living with partner
Living without partner

Relationship Tenure

86.20%
13.55%

0-9 years 
> 9 years
Not Applicable

Parental Tenure

37.7%
46.55%
15.52%

0-3 years
3.1-5 years 

>5.1 years
Number of Children at Home

38.66%
32.51%
29.33%

1 child
2 children
3 children
4 children

Number of Children at Home <6 Years

50.98%
36.21%

8.87%
3.94%

1 child
2 children
3 children
4 children

65.76%
30.79%
2.22%
0.98%

Age of Youngest Child at Home 
< 1 year

1.1- 3 years
3.1- 5 years
5.1- 7 years

Age of Eldest Child at Home

11.82%
43.35%
34.97%

7.88%

0-2 years
2.1- 4 years
4.1- 6 years 

> 6.1 years
Age of youngest child when returned to work

16.01%
29.56%
29.31%
22.66%

<6.1 months
6.1- 12 months
12.1- 24 months 

> 24 months
Workforce Tenure

42.36%
27.34%
20.68%

5.91%

< 2 years
2.1-10 years 

>10.1 years
Career Tenure

2.22%
19.95%
77.57%

0-2 years
2-10 years

15.02%
47.29%
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Demographic Characteristics Percentages
>10 years 37.68%

Student Status
Yes 18.23%
No 81.77%

Education Level
High School 31.38%
TALE 27.09%
University 25.37%
Other 5.66%

Job Designation
Managerial and Executive Administrators 17.48%
Professionals and Associate Professionals 25.36%
Tradespersons, Labourers and Related Work 3.19%
Advanced (Clerical, Service, Sales) Work 17.94%
Intermediate (Clerical, Service, Sales) Work 30.29%
Elementary (Clerical, Service, Sales) Work 4.67%

Work Pattern
Casual 6.15%
Part-time 51.48%
Shift Work 8.12%
Full-time 33.95%

Hours worked per week
<19.1 hours 35.96%

20 - 29.9 hours 25.36%
30- 39.9 hours 30.79%

> 40 hours 7.63%
Presence of Supervisor Support

Yes 77.09%
No 12.56%
Not Applicable 10.09%

Presence of Workplace Family Friendly Policies
Yes 75.86%
No 22.91%
Not Applicable 0.98%

Presence of Family support
Yes 72.66%
No 27.34%

Utilisation of Family support (if yes above)
Yes 85.04%
No 16.61%

Domestic Conflict over Work
Yes 22.41%
No 65.02%
Not Applicable 12.07%

Continue to work if there was not the financially need
Yes 54.43%
No 45.21%

Note. Where percentages do not add up to 100%, data was classified as missing.



Summary of the Statistics for the Role Strain and Psychological Well-being Variables

Intercorrelations between for role strain (and the role strain subscales of role overload, 

work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference and internal role conflict), overall 

psychological well-being (and the psychological well-being subscales of psychological 

distress, perceived stress and coping and global life satisfaction) and the career-related 

variable of career commitment are presented in Table 3.3. Table 3.4 presents the means and 

standard deviations for each of the role strain and psychological well-being variables (and 

subscales) for mothers in paid employment over the three levels of career commitment.

There were significant positive modest correlations1 between all of the individual role 

strain variables at p < .01. Role strain was modestly negatively correlated with overall 

psychological well-being (r = -.45), ands the psychological well-being subscales2 of global 

life satisfaction (r = -.43) and psychological distress (r = -.53). Therefore, high levels of role 

strain, particularly psychological distress and global life satisfaction, was associated with 

lower overall psychological well-being. Career commitment had low negative correlations 

with the role strain (r = -.13) and the individual role strain variables of role overload (r = - 

.12), family-to-work interference (r = -.11) and internal role conflict (r = -.10). Career 

commitment had low positive correlations with psychological well-being (r = .15) and the 

individual psychological well-being variables of perceived stress and coping (r = .11) and 

global life satisfaction (r = .15). Therefore, higher levels of career commitment were 

correlated with lower levels of role strain and higher levels of psychological well-being. The 

correlations though were very low.
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In evaluation of the correlation coefficients Cohen’s (1982) rule of thumb suggestion was used, that is, a correlation 
coefficient of r< .19 or > 19 is very low; r =.20 to .39 or r =-.20 to-.39islow; r = .40 to .69 orr= - .40 to - .69 is 
modest; r = .70 to .89 or r = -.70 to -.89 is high and r = .90 to 1.0 or r = - .90 to - 1.0 is very high. Several scales were 
significantly correlated at p < .01 and p < .05.

2 The individual psychological well-being variables were reversed scored, for uniformity with the overall psychological 
well-being measure, in which higher overall psychological well-being scores indicated higher overall psychological well
being. Therefore higher psychological distress scores indicated lower reported psychological distress, higher perceived stress 
and coping scores indicated lower reported perceived stress and higher ability to cope with strain, and higher global life 
satisfaction scores indicated higher reported global life satisfaction.
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Table 3.4

Means, Sample Number and Standard Deviations for Psychological Well-
Being and Role Strain across over Levels of Low (N = 106), Medium (N = 164) and High
(N = 137) Levels of Career Commitment

Levels of Career Commitment
Scale

M

Low

SD

Medium

M SD

High

M SD
Overall Psych Well-being -0.50 2.25 0.10 2.43 0.49 2.26

Psychological Distress -0.19 0.88 0.02 1.06 0.14 1.03
Perceived Stress and Coping -0.16 -0.16 -0.15 1.05 0.13 0.91
Global Life satisfaction -0.17 0.92 .09 0.99 0.24 1.03

Role Strain 3.36 0.69 3.24 0.65 3.13 0.66
Work-to-family interference 3.35 0.91 3.33 0.82 3.15 0.88
Family-to-work interference 4.28 0.56 4.17 0.57 4.11 0.62
Role Overload 2.75 0.94 2.58 0.79 2.45 0.86
Internal Role Conflict 3.07 1.13 2.88 3.07 2.83 2.89

Note. Means for overall psychological well being and psychological well-being subscales 
were converted to z-scores, due to the different scoring scales across individual variables that 
constituted the overall measure

High scores on the individual psychological well-being subscales indicated low psychological 
distress, high perceived stress and coping (low perceived stress and high ability to cope with 
strain) and high global life satisfaction.

Study 1 Hypothesis 1: Mothers Categorised with High Levels of Career Commitment would 

have Lower Levels of Psychological Well-Being and Higher Levels of Role Strain compared 

to Mothers Categorised with Low Levels of Career Commitment 

For the first hypothesis, the results were divided into two sections. The first section 

provides the findings for psychological well-being measures and the second section provides 

the findings for role strain measures. See Table 3.4 presents means and standard deviations 

for the psychological well-being and role strain (and subscales) for mothers in paid 

employment, across the three levels of low, medium and high career commitment.
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Psychological Well-being

Overall psychological well-being.

The correlation between career commitment and overall psychological well-being was 

computed in order to ascertain whether there was a relationship between these two variables. 

The Pearson product moment correlation coefficient showed a positive yet low correlation 

between career commitment and overall psychological well-being (r = .15) for mothers in 

paid employment (p<.001).

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was also performed to determine if 

mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment experienced low levels of overall 

psychological well-being, in comparison to mothers categorised with low levels of career 

commitment. In the ANOVA, the independent variable was career commitment and the 

dependent variable was overall psychological well-being. A significant difference was found 

(F (2,402 = 5.349, p<.01) for levels of overall psychological well-being over levels of career 

commitment. Refer to Table 3.5 for the ANOVA summary table for the levels of overall 

psychological well-being across the levels of low and high career commitment. The actual 

difference in mean scores between groups was low/medium, with the effect size, calculated 

using eta squared, being .03.

Table 3.5

ANOVA Summary Table for Overall Psychological Well-being across Levels of Career 
Commitment 

Sum of df Mean Square F Sig.
Squares
58.047 2 29.024 5.349 .005

2181.274 402 5.426

2239.321 404

Between Groups 

Within Groups 

Total



An a priori contrast comparison revealed that there was a significant difference 

between overall psychological well-being means for mothers categorised with high career 

commitment (M = 0.49; SD = 2.26) and mothers categorised with low career commitment (M 

= -0.50; SD = 2.25). Review of the means for overall psychological well-being across levels 

of career commitment (see Table 3.4 and Figure 3.1) indicated that mothers categorised with 

high career commitment had significantly higher overall psychological well-being scores than 

mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment. Therefore, the hypothesis that 

mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment would have low levels of overall 

psychological well-being, in comparision to mothers categorised with low levels of career 

commitment, was not supported.
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Figure 3.1. Overall Psychological Well-Being Means across Levels of Career Commitment

In order to clarify the relationship of each of the psychological well-being subscales 

between the lower levels of career commitment with high career commitment, additional 

ANOVA’s were performed as outlined in the next section.



89

Psychological well-being subscales.

ANOVA’s were performed to evaluate differences between the psychological well

being subscales (psychological distress, perceived stress and coping, global life satisfaction) 

for mothers in paid employment across the levels of low, medium and high career 

commitment. In the ANOVA’s the independent variable was career commitment and the 

dependent variables were the psychological well-being subscales.

The results indicated that there were significant differences reported for psychological 

distress (F (2,404) = 3.182, p < .05) and global life satisfaction (F (2,404) = 5.119, p < .01) 

means obtained by mothers categorised with high career commitment compared to mothers 

categorised with lower levels of career commitment. There was not a significant difference 

found for perceived stress and coping means over levels of career commitment. See Table 3.6 

for the ANOVA summary table for the psychological well-being subscales across the three 

levels of career commitment. For the psychological well-being subscales of psychological 

distress and global life satisfaction, the actual differences in mean scores between groups was 

small to medium, with the effect size, calculated using eta squared, being .02 and .03 

respectively.

Table 3.6

ANOVA Summary Table for Psychological Well-Being Subscales across Levels of Career 
Commitment

Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square

Psychological Distress Between Groups 6.502 2 3.251 3.182 .043
Within Groups 412.807 404 1.022
Total 419.309 406

Perceived Stress and Between Groups 5.018 2 2.509 2.411 .091
Coping

Within Groups 420.431 404 1.041
Total 425.449 406

Global Life Satisfaction Between Groups 9.954 2 4.977 5.119 .006
Within Groups 390.842 402 .972
Total 400.795 404
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An a priori contrast comparison revealed that there was significant differences 

between psychological distress means for mothers categorised with high career commitment 

(M = 0.14; SD = 1.04) and mothers categorised with low career commitment (M =.-0.19; SD 

= 0.88) as well as between global life satisfaction means for mothers categorised with high 

career commitment (M = 0.24; SD = 1.04) and mothers categorised with low career 

commitment (M =.-0.17; SD = 0.92). .Mothers categorised with high career commitment had 

higher psychological distress3 and global life satisfaction scores than mothers categorised 

with low career commitment (see Table 3.4).

Role Strain

Role strain (overall).

The correlation between career commitment and role strain was computed, in order to 

ascertain whether there was a relationship between these two variables. The Pearson product 

moment correlation coefficient showed a negative, yet low correlation between career 

commitment and overall psychological well-being (r = -13) for mothers in paid employment

(p<.001).

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was also performed to determine if 

mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment experienced higher levels of role 

strain, in comparison to mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment. In the 

ANOVA, the independent variable was career commitment and the dependent variable was 

role strain. A significant difference was found between levels of role strain over levels of 

career commitment (F (2, 404) = 3.543, p < .05). See Table 3.7 for the ANOVA summary 

table for role strain over levels of career commitment. The actual difference in mean scores 

between groups was medium, with the effect size, calculated using eta squared, being .04.

3 Psychological distress cores were reversed for uniformity with overall psychological well-being so that high 
scores signify high psychological well-being. Therefore, high psychological distress scores indicate low 
psychological distress.
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Table 3.7

ANOVA Summary Table for Role Strain over Levels of Career Commitment
Sum of 
Squares

df Mean Square F Sig.

Between Groups 3.157 2 1.578 3.543 .03

Within Groups 179.982 404 .445

Total 183.138 406

An a priori contrast comparison between the groups revealed that mothers categorised 

with high career commitment (M = 3.13; SD = 0.66) had significantly lower levels of role 

strain than mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment (M = 3.36; SD = 0.70). 

Refer to Figure 3.2. Therefore, the hypothesis that mothers categorised with high levels of 

career commitment will report higher levels of role strain than mothers categorised with low 

levels of career commitment, was not supported.

Commitment

Figure 3.2. Role Strain Means across Levels of Career Commitment

In order to clarify the relationship of each of the role strain subscales with levels of 

career commitment, additional ANOVA’s were performed as outlined in the next section.
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Role strain subscales

ANOVA’s were conducted to evaluate differences between the role strain subscales 

(role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference and internal role 

conflict) across low, medium and high levels of career commitment. In the ANOVA’s the 

independent variable was career commitment and the dependent variables were the role strain 

subscales.

The results indicated that there were significant differences reported for role overload 

(F (2,404) = 3.999, p < .05) means obtained by mothers over levels of career commitment. 

There was not a significant difference found for work-to-family interference, family-to-work 

interference and internal role conflict over levels of career commitment. See Table 3.8 for the 

ANOVA summary table for the role strain subscales over the levels of low, medium and high 

career commitment. For role overload the actual difference in mean scores between groups 

was small, with the effect size, calculated using eta squared, being .02.

Table 3.8

ANOVA Summary Table for Role Strain Subscales over Levels of Career Commitment
Role
Strain Variable

Sum of 
Squares

df Mean
Square

F Sig.

Work-to Between Groups 3.305 2 1.652 2.202 .112
Family Within Groups 303.197 404 .750
Interference Total 306.502 406

Family-to Between Groups 1.614 2 .807 2.326 .099
Work Within Groups 140.136 404 .347
Interference Total 141.749 406

Role Overload Between Groups 5.865 2 2.932 3.999 .019
Within Groups 296.255 404 .733
Total 302.120 406

Internal Role Between Groups 3.742 2 1.871 1.648 .194
Conflict Within Groups 458.584 404 1.135

Total 462.326 406
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An a priori contrast comparison revealed that there was significant differences 

between role overload means for mothers categorised with high career commitment (M = 

0.2.44; SD = 0.86) and mothers categorised with low career commitment (M =.2.75; SD = 

0.94). Mothers categorised with high career commitment had lower role strain scores than 

mothers categorised with low career commitment (see Table 3.4 ).

In order to clarify the contributions of role strain (and the role strain subscales) in 

predicting psychological well-being, regression equations were performed as outlined in the 

second hypothesis of the first study.

Study 1 Hypothesis 2: Higher Levels Of Career Commitment and Role Strain will be 

Predictive of Lower Levels of Psychological Well- being for Mothers in Paid Employment 

A standard multiple regression was conducted to determine the degree to which career 

commitment and role strain predicted overall psychological well-being for mothers in paid 

employment. Table 3.9 displays the unstandardised regression coefficients, standardised 

regression coefficients, standard error, R2 change, R2 and adjusted R2 for this multiple 

regression. The F statistic for the model (F (402, 2) = 52.456, p < .01) indicated that the 

relationship between the predictors and the criterion was significant. The coefficient of 

determination suggested that role strain and career commitment for mothers in paid 

employment accounted for 20% of the variance in overall psychological well-being. The 

relationship between overall psychological well-being and role strain was highly significant 

sand the relationship between overall psychological well-being and career commitment was 

not significant4. The standardised regression coefficients (p) presented in Table 3.9 assisted 

in determining the direction of the relationship between overall psychological well-being and 

the significant predictor variable of role strain. Role strain had a negative relationship with 

overall psychological well-being, suggesting that lower levels of role strain predicted levels

4 Regression procedures are subjected to a one-tail test of statistical significance at three different levels: highly 
significant at p<.001 and significant at p<.01 and p<.05 (Hair et ah, 1998; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001)
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of overall psychological well-being. An examination of semipartial correlations revealed the 

unique variance accounted for by role strain to be 19 %, thus career commitment accounts for 

the remaining 1% of the variance.

Table 3.9

Multiple Regression Analysis Summary for Role Strain and Career Commitment Predicting 
Psychological Well-Being
Variable B SEB P

Overall Role Strain -.1.529 .157 -.435**

Career commitment 0.68 .035 .086

Note. R2 change = .21 (R2 = .21, adjusted R2 = .20)

, **p<.001

While the results demonstrate significance for the role strain measure, it was 

hypothesised that the role strain subscales would also predict psychological well-being.

Role Strain Subscales

A standard multiple regression was conducted to determine the degree to which career 

commitment and the components of role strain (role overload, work-to-family interference, 

family-to-work interference and internal role conflict) predicted overall psychological well

being for mothers in paid employment. Table 3.10 displays the unstandardised regression 

coefficients, standardised regression coefficients, standard error, R2 change, R2 and adjusted 

R2 for this multiple regression. The F statistic for the model (F (5,392) = 23.000, p < .001) 

indicated that the relationship between the predictors and the criterion was significant. The 

coefficient of determination suggested that the role strain subscales and career commitment 

accounted for 21.4% of the variance in overall psychological well-being. The relationship 

between overall psychological well-being and the role strain subscales of role overload and 

internal role conflict was highly significant. The negative relationship suggests that the lower
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the role overload and internal role conflict, the higher the psychological well-being. An 

examination of semipartial correlations revealed the unique variance accounted for by role 

overload and career commitment to be 4% and 1% respectively and, thus the remaining 

variables jointly account for the remaining 16.4% of the variance.

Table 3.10

Multiple Regression Analysis Summary for the Individual Components of Role Strain and 
Career Commitment Predicting Overall Psychological Well-Being (N=407)
Variable B SEE P
Work-to-family
interference

.020 .170 .008

Family-to-work
interference

-.392 .208 -.099

Role overload -.851 .177 -.310**

Inter role conflict -.319 .0116 -.144*

Career commitment .0641 .035 .069

Note. R2 change = .224 (R2 = .224, adjusted R2 = .214)

*p<.01, **p<.001

Discussion

The general aim of the first study was to explore links between the psychological 

health (role strain and psychological well-being) and career commitment for mothers in paid 

employment with young children. The research question that guided the first study was: Is 

there a relationship between career commitment and psychological health for mothers in 

paid employment? To answer this question, the first hypothesis in the current study was: 

Mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment would have lower levels of 

psychological well-being and higher levels of role strain than mothers categorised with low 

levels of career commitment. The second hypothesis posited was: Higher levels of career



commitment and higher levels of role strain would predict lower levels of psychological 

well-being.

Hypothesis 1

The first hypothesis that lower levels of overall psychological well-being and higher 

levels of role strain would be reported by mothers categorised with high career commitment 

than mothers categorised with low career commitment, was not supported. For both role 

strain and psychological well-being, the findings were contrary to expectations with a 

positive relationship between overall psychological well-being and career commitment and a 

negative relationship between role strain and career commitment found.

Psychological Well-being

Overall psychological well-being.

Opposite to prediction, mothers categorised with low levels of career 

commitment reported significantly lower levels of overall psychological well-being, than 

mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment. Levels of overall psychological 

well-being were found to increase progressively as levels of career commitment increased, so 

that mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment reported the lowest levels of 

overall psychological well-being, mothers categorised with medium levels of career 

commitment reported mid-range levels of overall levels of psychological well-being and 

mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment reported the highest overall 

psychological well-being.

The finding that mothers categorised with higher career commitment experienced the 

highest levels of psychological well-being may be explained by social identity theory, which 

posits that the values that individuals place on a role has significant implications for the 

individuals’ well-being (Martire, et al., 2000; Thoits, 1992). Thus, the more salient the role, 

the stronger the identification with a particular role identity and the more influence upon
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psychological well-being. Similarly, identity-irrelevant stressors, that is, stressors that stem 

from a less salient role, are considered to have a weaker impact upon psychological well

being (Frone, Russell, et al., 1992). The proposal that greater role salience directly benefits 

psychological well-being has had previous research support in relation to both spouse (wife) 

and employee roles (Fleck, 1985; Martire et al., 2000).

Psychological well-being subscales.

In a breakdown of the psychological well-being subscales for the total sample, it was 

found that mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment reported significantly 

lower levels of psychological distress and higher global life satisfaction than mothers with 

lower levels of career commitment, which was contrary to expectation. Perceived stress and 

coping did not differ across levels of career commitment.

These findings suggest that women with low levels of career commitment do not 

appear to be benefiting from the positive effects often reported to be gained from 

employment (Baruch et al., 1987; Brennan & Rosenweig, 1990; Brown & Harris, 1978; 

Thoits, 1983). Therefore, the results in this research did not provide support for previous 

research findings, which found a relationship between high levels of career commitment and 

reduced psychological well-being (Colarelli & Bishop, 1990; Frone & Rice, 1987; Greenhaus 

& Kopelman, 1981; Reilly, 1994).

In addressing the first of the psychological well-being subscales, higher levels of 

psychological distress was reported by mothers with high levels of career commitment, which 

provides support for a previous Australian study (Bradley, 2002). In the current study, the 

average psychological distress raw score for mothers categorised with low career 

commitment (i.e. prior to the reversal of scores for inclusion in the overall psychological 

well-being scale) was slightly over the threshold for identifying “caseness”, that is, the 

presence of a psychiatric/psychological condition (Goldberg & Williams, 1988).
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Higher levels of global life satisfaction were found in mothers categorised with higher 

levels of career commitment. It may that women categorised with low career commitment 

may regard themselves as being in “earner” rather than “career positions, an explanation 

which supports previous research findings that women in earner positions have been found to 

have significantly lower global life satisfaction than women in career positions (Higgins et 

al., 2000). These findings may be due to the distinctive challenges women in earner positions 

face, such as limited promotional advancement, inflexibility in the work environment and 

financial constraints that hinder the purchase of resources and services to assist them 

(Duxbury et al., 1991; Higgins et al., 1992, cited in Higgins 2000; Higgins et al., 2000).

Higher levels of perceived stress and coping (i.e. lower perceived stress and higher 

ability to cope with strain) was not found in mothers categorised with high levels of career 

commitment compared to mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment in the 

current study. This finding supports previous research, which has found that higher levels of 

perceived stress were reported, regardless of job type (career-oriented professions or earner 

occupations; Higgins et al., 2000).

The next section presents the second part of the first hypothesis, that is the 

relationship between role strain and career commitment for mothers in paid employment.

Role Strain

Role strain (overall).

The hypothesis that mothers in paid employment categorised with high levels of 

career commitment would report higher levels of role strain than mothers categorised with 

lower levels of low career commitment, was not supported. Similar to the above results found 

in the relationship between psychological well-being and career commitment, these results 

were contrary to expectations. Mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment 

reported the greatest role strain, mothers categorised with medium career committed mothers



reported mid-range levels of role strain and mothers categorised with high levels of career 

commitment reported the lowest levels of role strain.

The negative relationship found between career commitment and role strain may be a 

result of low career committed mothers working for non career-related reasons of financial 

necessity (Matzeder & Krieshok, 1995) and given a choice would prefer not to work (Werbel, 

1998). In order to achieve desired career outcomes, women who are highly committed to their 

career may be more willing and proactive in negotiating for flexibility in their work schedules 

and workload and as a result, such requests may be more likely to be accommodated by their 

supervisors. Therefore, the negative impacts of role strain may be more easily managed by 

mothers with higher levels of career commitment. Although further research is required, 

career commitment may act as a buffer, to some to degree, to mothers’ experience of role 

strain.

Although the mothers categorised with lower levels of career commitment reported 

higher levels of role strain than the mothers categorised with high career commitment, results 

of this study indicated that all mothers, who were in paid employment, were in fact 

experiencing high levels of role strain. This finding supports previous studies that have found 

that role strain was present, and of significance for all mothers in paid employment 

(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Higgins et al., 1994), including some Australian studies 

(Bradley, 2002; Gill & Muller, 1997). The findings of this research, therefore provides 

support for Goode’s (1960, 1974) role strain theory of multiple role involvement, which 

suggests that there are negative psychological outcomes associated with employment, rather 

than support for the role enhancement theory (Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987), which posits 

that there are beneficial effects associated with employment.

Social identity theory, which posits that an individual gains more meaning, purpose 

and behavioural guidance from a more salient role, which in turn affects psychological well
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being (Martire et al., 2000; Thoits, 1992) was considered to link the constructs of career 

commitment, psychological well-being and role strain. Social identity theory proposes that 

stressors that hinder role performance in a salient role (identity-relevant stressors) can impact 

negatively on psychological well-being (Burke, 1991; Prone et al, 1995; Martire et al., 2000, 

Thoits, 1991). However, the findings in the current research indicated that mothers 

catagorised with high levels of career commitment appear to manage these stressors and 

hence experience less role strain than mothers categorised with lower levels of career 

commitment.

It is proposed within social identity theory that role strain may be resolved by 

conforming to the requirements of a salient identity. Individuals who are committed to their 

careers may be more able to tolerate role strain than low career committed mothers, in order 

to achieve and maintain success in their chosen careers. Mothers who regard their work role 

as highly salient and were committed to their careers may also regard their family role as 

equally salient (Noor, 2004). Of relevance, may not be the different level of salience or 

commitment attached to a particular role, but the benefits of time and effort being devoted to 

a domain that is meaningful, with salience to a particular role having a buffering effect from 

the negative impact of role strain.

Similarly, for mothers categorised with lower levels of career commitment it may be 

that it is not the role of worker, which accounts for greater variance in role strain, but one of 

the other roles. This suggestion is commensurate with Barnett and Baruch’s (1985) finding 

that it is the parental role rather than the roles of wife/spouse or worker that contributes most 

to interrole conflict and role overload. This current study did not ascertain which of the 

participant’s actual social roles (e.g., mother, spouse, daughter, worker) contributed to the 

level of role strain and psychological well-being experienced and hence, further research is

required.
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Role strain subscales.

In a breakdown of the role strain subscales for the sample it was found that mothers 

categorised with high levels of career commitment reported significantly lower levels of role 

overload, which was the inverse of the expected relationship. Work-to-family interference, 

family-to-work interference and internal role conflict did not significantly differ over levels 

of career commitment.

Role overload occurs when the sheer number of roles is too great, the demands of 

role(s) are excessive (strain-based) or there is a substantial time investment (time-based) 

required in meeting role demands. High levels of role overload found in the current study was 

consistent with the rational view (Gutek, et ah, 1991), which proposes that the greater the 

number of hours devoted to each of the work and domestic/family roles, the greater the role 

overload experienced. Role overload was higher for mothers categorised with low levels of 

career commitment than mother categorised with high levels of career commitment, which 

was consistent with findings of previous research (Bradley, 2002; Prone, Yardley, et ah,

1997; Marks, 1977). The rational viewpoint does not, however, explain the reasons for 

mothers categorised with low levels of career commitment reporting greater levels of role 

overload than mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment.

In regards to the interference subscales, high levels of work-to-family interference and 

family-to-work interference were not related to levels of career commitment. The presence of 

interference for all mothers, irrespective of level of career commitment, may be explained by 

Karasek’s model of job-strain (Karasek, 1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990). This model 

suggests that high levels of conflict and reduced well-being is associated with heavy role 

demands and perceived low control over these demands. Adaptive coping strategies or 

alternative solutions, with which to manage work-related tasks, such as flexible work 

schedules (Sullivan, 1992) may not be as readily available as the options associated with
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meeting family needs and attending to household activities (Bradley, 2002; Sullivan, 1992), 

for example, children’s meal provision by child care facilities, other family members picking 

up the children from school and employment of housekeeping services (Bradley, 2002).

The social identity viewpoint that work-to-family interference would be intensified if 

the career role was more salient and central to the individual’s self concept, that is high levels 

of career commitment (Prone, 2000; Prone et ah, 1992b; Greenhaus, 2001; Thoits, 1991) was 

not supported by the current research findings. Work-to-family interference was not found to 

be greater when the individual was more committed to their career. The finding in the current 

study that family-to-work interference means were greater than work-to-family interference 

means does not offer support for previous research findings of asymmetric permeability for 

work and family boundaries (Burke & Greenglass, 1999; Duxbury, 2003; Eagle et al, 1997; 

Fallon, 1997; Prone et ah, 1992b, 1994; Flail & Richter, 1988; Jones & Fletcher, 1996, Leiter 

& Dump, 1996; Pleck, 1977).

Internal role conflict, as a fourth role strain subscale, representing the contribution of 

the individual’s subjective appraisal of the demands associated with compliance with a set of 

pressures (Amatea & Fong, 1991) has been neglected in previous research on role strain 

(Frone & Rice 1987; Gill & Muller, 1997; Greenhaus, Parasuranam, Granrose, Rabinowitz & 

Beutell, 1989; Guelzow, Bird & Koball, 1991). Internal role conflict was found in the factor 

analysis conducted in the current research to be loaded on the role strain component, 

suggesting that internal role conflict was an important component of role strain, worthy of 

further research consideration. Internal role conflict, however, was not found to differ over 

levels of career commitment. This finding suggests that the subjective appraisal of the 

demands associated with competing roles was a major source of stress for mothers, 

irrespective of levels of career commitment.

The next section presents the second hypothesis of study 2.



Hypothesis 2

In the second hypothesis of the first study, lower levels of role strain were found to 

predict higher levels of overall psychological well-being. Of all of the role strain variables, 

role overload and internal role conflict were found to be the greatest predictors of overall 

psychological well-being.

In regards to role overload , this finding provides support for the viewpoint that role 

overload is a strain-based antecedent of emotional distress, that is, having large amount of 

tasks to complete in a limited time frame is associated with diminished psychological well

being (Prone et al., 1997; Prone & Me Farlin, 1989; Prone, Yardley, 1992b; Kandel et al., 

1985; Sullivan & Bhagat, 1992; Voydanoff & Donnelly, 1999). Support is also provided for 

Goode’s (1960; 1974) role strain theory, which emphasis the negative consequences of role 

strain, rather that providing support for the role enhancement theory, which focuses on the net 

gains of multiple role involvement (Marks, 1977; Sieber, 1974; Verbrugge, cited in Barnett & 

Baruch, 1985).

Lower levels of internal role conflict, that is the perception of demands associated 

with meeting competing role pressures, were also found to predict lower levels of overall 

psychological well-being. This finding provides support for the social identity theory, which 

suggests that the internal conflict arising from inconsistent role demands impacts upon 

psychological well-being (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Thoits, 1983).

In regards to the interference subscales, the findings of this current study highlighted 

that the source of the interference was not relevant to the experience of psychological well

being, so that interference from family to work did not contribute more to the prediction of 

overall psychological well-being than interference from work to family.

Career commitment was not found to be a modest predictor of psychological well

being, a finding not consistent with findings of previous research (Niles & Goodnough,
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1996; O’Neil & Greenberger, 1994; Perrone and Civeiletto, 2004). The finding of career 

commitment’s lack of ability to predict overall psychological well-being does not provide 

support for the social identity theory, which posits that when an individual has a greater 

personal investment in as well as meaning attached to a role, the greater the well-being 

experienced (Pleck, 1985; Gurin et ah, 1960, cited in Greenberger & O’Neil, 1993). The 

stressors from a more salient role (identity-relevant stressors) that can hinder role 

performance and have a negative effect on psychological well-being (Burke, 1991; Prone et 

al., 1995; Krause, 1994; Marire et al., 2000; Shlenker, 1987; Thoits, 1991) does not appear to 

be tolerated and managed better only by mothers categorised with high levels of career 

commitment.

The next section presents a summary of the findings of Study 1.

Conclusion: Findings of Study 1

The present study provided support for consideration of the career-related variable of 

career commitment when examining the psychological health of mothers in paid 

employment. The current study aimed to link the work-family interface literature and career 

development literature via the research question: Is there a relationship between 

psychological health (psychological well-being and role strain) and career commitment for 

mothers in paid employment? In this study, clear links were found between these variables, 

although the direction of the relationships found was contrary to expectation.

In the first hypothesis, mothers in paid employment categorised with higher levels of 

career commitment were found to experience lower levels of role strain, particularly role 

overload, and higher levels of psychological well-being, particularly psychological distress 

and global life satisfaction, than mothers categorised with lower levels of career commitment.

In the second hypothesis role strain, particularly role overload and internal role 

conflict, was found to be predictive of overall psychological well-being, so that lower levels



of role strain predicted an increase in levels of overall psychological well-being. Levels of 

career commitment were not found to contribute to the prediction of overall psychological 

well-being.

The findings of this study supported the role strain theory of multiple role 

involvement, which emphasises the negative outcomes of the additional role of worker, over 

the role enhancement theory that highlights net gains from participation in employment. 

Social identity theory was also partially supported as a viewpoint linking the constructs of 

career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being.

Given the establishment of these links, additional career-related variables, such as 

career stage, career withdrawal intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s 

present job, career priority, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule 

flexibility and their relationship with role strain and psychological well-being were explored 

in the next study (study 2).
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CHAPTER 4

STUDY 2: OTHER CAREER-RELATED VARIABLES, ROLE STRAIN AND 

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING 

Overview

The first study has shown the utility of the career-related variable of career 

commitment within a model of psychological health, which highlights role strain and 

psychological well-being, for mothers in paid employment. Major findings of the first study 

were that the higher the career commitment, the lower the levels of role strain and the higher 

the levels of psychological well-being reported. Career commitment and role strain, 

particularly role overload, were predictive (negatively) of psychological well-being.

The research question that guided the second study was: Is there a relationship 

between psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) with other career- 

related variables for mothers in paid employment? To answer this question, the correlations 

between the career-related variables (career commitment, career withdrawal intentions, career 

satisfaction, career priority, expected utility of present job, supervisor support for career and 

perceived work schedule flexibility), role strain and psychological well-being were 

determined. Also investigated were differences in the levels of role strain and psychological 

well-being over differing career stages (exploration, establishment and maintenance). The 

degree to which career-related variables predicted overall psychological well-being and 

whether career-related variables improved role strain’s (and the role strain subscales) 

prediction of overall psychological well-being was also determined.

The hypotheses in the second study for the sample group of mothers in paid 

employment with young children were that:

1. (a) Career withdrawal intentions and career priority will be positively correlated 

with role strain and negatively correlated with psychological well-being.



107

(b) Career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, supervisor support 

for career and perceived work schedule flexibility will be negatively correlated 

with role strain and positively correlated with psychological well-being.

2. Levels of psychological well-being will be higher and levels of role strain would 

be lower in the exploration (first) career stage than in the maintenance (third) 

career stage.

3. Career-related variables will improve role strain’s prediction of overall 

psychological well-being, so that higher levels of career commitment5, career 

satisfaction, perceived work schedule flexibility, expected utility of one’s present 

job and supervisor support for career and lower levels of career withdrawal 

intentions and career priority, combined with lower levels of role strain will be 

predictive of higher overall psychological well-being.

In the work-family interface and career development literature, the impact of factors 

relevant to an individual’s career on the psychological health of mothers in paid employment 

has received little research attention as outlined in the literature review (see Chapter 2). This 

is a clear deficit within the literature, particularly as a large percentage of the working 

population are multiple role incumbents. As a result, there is no unifying theoretical basis 

informing the current study.

Another limitation is multiple role involvement research, that has addressed career- 

related variables, has predominantly focussed on interference (i.e., work-to-family 

interference and family-to-work interference) and has not addressed other components of role 

strain (i.e., role overload and internal role conflict) or psychological well-being.

In regards to the career-related variable of career stage, organising the progression of 

an individual’s career, particularly for women, is often a complex, multifaceted process and

5 Note that career commitment (the career-related variable examined in study 1) was included in this hypothesis.
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requires consideration of the demands inherent in a particular stage of an individual’s 

personal life (Cook, 1993; Kram, 1996). Work and family demands, as well as the level and 

nature of interference between roles, varies with the various life cycle and career stages 

(Higgins et ah, 1994). Difficulties reported by women who have children at a later age (and 

career stage) include: the necessity to attend to family needs at a time when their career is at 

its greatest visibility (Higgins et al, 1994), increased role strain and psychological distress 

(Gill & Muller, 1998; Higgins et al, 1994) and disruptions to their career in order to attend to 

the demands of the other roles (Roberts & Newtown, 1987). This present study examined the 

three career stages of exploration (under two years career tenure) establishment (between two 

and ten years career tenure) and maintenance (over 10 years career tenure) and their 

relationship to role strain and psychological well-being for multiple role incumbents. Very 

few studies on career stage have identified women as the main focus of the study. Studies that 

were located with a female sample investigated only the relationship between career stages 

and career-related variables (Omstein & Isabella, 1990; Smart, 1998).

Although there has been minimal research on most of the career-related variables, that 

were investigated in this study, and their relationship with role strain and psychological well

being, there has been connections found between career withdrawal intentions, career 

satisfaction, perceived work schedule flexibility and career priority with role strain. Most of 

the relevant research has been on the role strain subscales of work-to-family interference and 

family-to-work interference.

Work-to-family interference has been found to be a potential determinant of the 

decision to withdraw from a career (Greenhaus et al., 1997), particularly for those with low 

involvement in their career. Higher levels of interference have been associated with low 

levels of career satisfaction (Parasuraman & Simmers, 2001) and higher levels of career 

satisfaction have been found to alleviate the negative effects of role strain (Erdwins, et al.,
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2001). There has been a dearth of research on the expected utility of one’s present job 

construct for multiple role incumbents, yet given the association between this expected utility 

of present job and career commitment (Aryee et al., 1994), it is expected that mothers 

committed to their careers are likely to find their present job useful to achieving their career 

outcomes. Perceived work schedule flexibility has been somewhat more widely researched 

than the other career-related variables in its relationship to role strain. Perceived work 

schedule flexibility has been found to be related to a reduction in role strain (Bohen-Viveros 

& Long, 1981; Pleck et al., 1981; Warren & Johnston, 1995) and higher levels of 

psychological well-being, through a perceived sense of control and flexibility over work 

(Clark, 2001; Hammer et al., 1997; Thomas & Ganster, 1995). The studies that have 

investigated the relationship between career priority (the relative priority attached to an 

individual’s own career over their partner’s career) and interference have produced mixed 

findings (Greenhaus et al., 1989; Hammer et al., 1997; Russell, 1994). Research has indicated 

that increased mentor supportiveness is associated with reduced interference, particularly 

family-to-work interference (Neilson et al., 2001), however no research was located that has 

been conducted on the more specific construct of supervisor support for career.

The present study sought to address several gaps in the research in the work-family 

interface and career development literature, as well as expand upon the findings in study 1, 

by examining the links between career-related variables and role strain, psychological well

being for mothers in paid employment.

Method

Participants

Participants in study 2 were the same as for study 1, that is, a total sample of 407 

mothers, who had children aged six years and younger and were in paid employment. 

Participants were recruited from 84 Gold Coast childcare centres (see Chapter 3, Method,
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Participants section, page 70).

In relation to the career-related variable of career stage, for the second hypothesis, the 

sample was divided into three groups, with 61 participants in the exploration career stage (< 2 

years career tenure), 192 in the establishment career stage (< 2 years and >10 years career 

tenure) and 153 in the maintenance career stage (>10 years career tenure). The average 

amount of time that the sample group had been spent in their present career field was nine 

years and one month, with the majority of mothers in this cohort in the establishment 

(second) career stage (47%) followed by the maintenance (third) career stage (38%) and 

finally the exploration (first) career stage (15%). Inspection of the data revealed that mothers 

in the exploration stage were more likely combine study with work and work less than 20 

hours per week, than mothers in the later career stages.

Materials

The research questionnaire was the same questionnaire provided to the sample study 1 

(see Appendix A and Chapter 3, Method, Materials section, page 72). As well as role strain, 

psychological well-being and career commitment measures as presented in study 1, the 

questionnaire also included the perceived work schedule flexibility item (in section 2 of the 

research questionnaire) and items dealing with the additional career-related variables of 

career withdrawal intentions, career priority, supervisor support for career, career satisfaction 

and expected utility of one’s present job (in section 3 of the research questionnaire).

Role Strain and Psychological Well-being Measures

Role strain (as measured by role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to- 

work interference and internal role conflict) and psychological well-being scales (as 

measured by psychological distress, global life satisfaction and perceived stress and coping) 

were described in Study 1 (see Chapter 3, Method, Materials section, page 72).



Ill

Career-Related Measures

The career commitment measures was presented in study 1 (see Chapter 2, Method,

Materials section, page 72).

Career stage was operationalised by career tenure, similar to Aryee et al.’s (1994) 

study. Participants in their career field for under two years were regarded as being in the 

exploration stage; individuals with two years or over and ten years or under career tenure 

were categorised within the establishment stage; and the participants with ten years and over 

career tenure were classified as being within the maintenance stage. This career stage 

measure is distinct from years in the workforce, which includes work not necessarily in the 

individual’s current career field. Career tenure was chosen as the operationalisation of career 

stage for a number of reasons. Firstly, career stage has been found not to be age-linked (Rush 

et al., 1980). Secondly, career tenure acknowledges recycling through career stages, so that 

career paths can start at different ages (Super, 1957; Omstein et al., 1989). Finally, career 

tenure as the criteria for determining career stage is consistent with previous research (Aryee 

et al., 1994; Lyn et al., 1996; Morrow & Me Elroy, 1987; Reilly & Orsak, 1991; Stumpf & 

Rabinowitz, 1981).

The career withdrawal intentions variable was measured using Blau’s (1985, 1988)

three-item scale. A sample item was, “I think about leaving the_______career field?”

Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement on a five-point 

likert response format. Scores were reversed scored and ranged from 3 to 15, consistent with 

previous research (Blau, 1988 Greenhaus et al., 1997, 2001), with a high score indicating a 

high level of career withdrawal intentions. Internal consistencies of .67 and .71 were reported 

by Blau (1985) on two occasions, with a test-retest reliability of .57. Aryee et al. (1994) 

reported an alpha coefficient (a) of .91. The career withdrawal intentions measure in this 

current study had a Cronbach alpha (a) of .81.
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Career satisfaction was assessed with a five-item scale developed by Greenhaus, et al. 

(1990). A sample item was, “I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting 

my overall career goals”. The scores were reversed from the original measure, in order to 

create consistency with the other career-related variables in the current study. Items were 

rated on a five-point valence-based format. Scores were reversed scored and averaged with a 

range of 1 to 5, with a high score indicating a high level of career satisfaction. Internal 

consistencies of .88 and .89 were reported by Greenhaus et al. (1990) and Aryee et al.

(1994). In the current study, the obtained Cronbach alpha coefficient was .87.

The career priority measure was based on one item taken from Greenhaus et al.

(1989) that assessed the relative priority that individuals place on their own career, compared 

to their spouse’s career. Participants were asked to answer, “What do you consider to be the 

priority of your partner’s career compared to your career?” This item was rated on a valence- 

based, five-point likert format. The response was reversed scored, with a range of 1 to 5, 

with a high score indicating a high level of priority placed on their partner’s career.

Expected utility of one’s present job is a two-item scale taken from Bedeian et al. 

(1991), used to determine the expected utility of an individual’s present job for the future 

attainment of valued career outcomes and opportunities. A sample item was, “I feel that my 

present job will lead to future attainment of my career goals” Response options were on a 

five-point, valence-based likert scale. Scores were reversed scored and ranged from 1 to 5, 

with a high score indicating a high level of the expected utility of the individual’s present 

job. An internal reliability of .77 was reported by Bedeian et al., (1991) and and .87 by Aryee 

et al. (1994) respectively for this measure. The expected utility of one’s present job measure 

in the current study had a Cronbach Alpha (a) of .91.

Supervisor support for career was measured using a nine-item scale developed by 

Greenhaus et al. (1990). A sample item was, “My supervisor takes the time to learn about my
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career goals and aspirations”. Response options were rated on a five-point, valence-based 

likert scale ranging from 1 to 5. Scores were reversed scored and averaged, with a range 

from 1 to 5. For this measure an internal reliability of .93 was reported by Greenhaus et al. 

(1990) and .94 by Aryee et al. (1994). The obtained Cronbach alpha in the current study was 

.93.

Perceived work schedule flexibility is a one-item measure taken from Hammer et al. 

(1997). Participants were asked, “How much flexibility do you have in your work schedule 

to handle family/personal responsibilities?” In this study, a five-point likert scale was 

adopted instead of the four-point likert scale used in the original measure, for reasons of 

uniformity with other measures in the current survey. Scores were reversed scored and 

ranged from 1 to 5, with high scores indicating a high level of perceived work schedule 

flexibility.

Table 4.1 provides the internal consistency scores for the career-related measures 

examined in study 2 in previous studies, as well as the current study.

Table 4.1

Internal Consistency Scores in Previous and the Current Study for Career-Related Variables

Scale
No.
Items Previous Studies

Previous Studies 
Cronbach
Alpha

Current
Study
Cronbach
Alpha

Career Withdrawal Blau (1985), Aryee et
Intentions 3 al. (1994) .67, .71 &.91 .81
Career Satisfaction 5 Greenhaus et al. (1990)

& Aryee et al. (1994) ,88& .89 .87
Expected utility of Bedian et al. (1991),
one’s present job 2 Aryee et al. (1994) .77 & .87 .91
Supervisor Support for Greenhaus et al. (1990),
Career 9 Aryee et al. (1994) .93 & .94 .93
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Procedure

Study 2 had the same procedure as study 1 (see Chapter 3, Method, Procedure, page 

78).

Research Design

The research design was the same in study 2 as for study 1 (see Chapter 3, Method, 

Research Design, page 79) and consisted of collection of data from research questionnaires, 

which were divided into data sets or studies and analysed according to the research area of 

interest. Study two expanded upon Study 1 and consisted of hypotheses investigating the 

relationship between role strain, psychological well-being and a number of other career- 

related variables, not examined in study 1. The career-related variables are: career stage, 

career withdrawal intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, career 

priority, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule flexibility. Data in the 

current research was analysed using SPSS for windows (Version 12; 2004).

Results

Preliminary Data Inspection

Data Screening

Data from the subjects on the role strain, psychological well-being and career-related 

variables were tested for violations of the statistical assumptions of normality prior to 

analysis. The findings for the violations of the statistical assumptions of normality conducted 

prior to analysis for the role strain, psychological well-being and career commitment 

variables were presented in study 1 (see Chapter 3, Results, Preliminary Data Inspection, 

Data Screening, page 80). Departures from normality for the career-related variables 

investigated in the current study were assessed with the Kolmogorov-Smimov statistic and a 

comparison of critical and calculated skewness values of each distribution was conducted.
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The rule of thumb formula cited in Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1996) was used to 

calculate critical values of skewness, given the size of the sample and nominated alpha level 

of .01 (= skew/[6/N]). The career-related variables of career withdrawal intentions, expected 

utility of one’s present job, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule 

flexibility were considered normally distributed after reviewing the Kolmogorov-Smimov 

statistic. The distributions for these scales, therefore, did not require transformations. The 

career-related variable of career priority demonstrated a moderate negative skewness and was 

transformed using a reflected square root and reflected log function. Results from the 

Kolmogorov-Smimov test did not achieve significance (p >.05) for any of these variables and 

the shape of the distributions did not show improvement; therefore these variables were 

retained in their original state for the analyses.

Missing data was treated via a listwise deletion (SPSS, 2004). Participants did not 

complete scales in the questionnaire that were not applicable to them, for example, the 

supervisor support for career scale was not completed if the participant did not have a 

supervisor and the career priority scale was not completed if the participant did not have a 

partner.

A principal components analysis (PCA) was conducted as part of the data screening 

procedure. The aim was to confirm the groupings of role strain, psychological well-being and 

career-related variables (see Study 1, Chapter 2, Results, Preliminary Data Inspection, Data 

Screening, page 80 for information on role strain and psychological well-being variables in 

the PCA). The career-related variables that were subjected to a PCA were: career withdrawal 

intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, perceived work schedule 

flexibility and supervisor support for career. Career stage was excluded from the PCA given 

that it represented a point in time and was not an instrument as such. Table Cl (Varimax 

Rotation of the Five-Factor Solution) and Figure Cl (Scree Plot for the PCA) given in



Appendix C shows full confirmation. Essential procedures were followed in the PCA and 

varimax solutions ((Nunnally, 1978; Tabachnick & Fiddel, 1996).

As required for the hierarchical multiple regression analysis, the assumptions of case 

ratio, multicollinearity and singularity, normality, linearity, homoscedasticity and 

interdependence of residuals (Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996) were tested prior to analysis.

Using a criterion of p < .001, Mahalanobis distance reported no outliers in the sample and 

thus the sample was 284. This sample number constituted the number of participants who 

provided information for all independent variables, including having a supervisor 

(Supervisor Support for Career) and a partner (Career Priority). Given the sample size, the 

ratio of cases to independent variables (284:5), there are 57 cases per independent variable, 

which is above the desirable level of 20 cases per independent variable. Collinearity 

giagnostics and correlation coefficients demonstrated a limited overlap between variables.

As expected, career satisfaction, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule 

flexibility were negatively correlated and career withdrawal intentions was positively 

correlated to role strain, though not to the extent that the statistical assumptions were 

violated. Contrary to prediction, career priority was negatively correlated with role strain, 

although not to the extent that the statistical assumptions were violated.

Descriptive Statistics

The participants in study 2 were the same as for study 1 (see Chapter 3, Results, 

Descriptive Statistics, page 81).

Summary of Statistics for the Other Career-related Variables

Intercorrelations between the career-related variables (career withdrawal intentions, 

career satisfaction, career priority, expected utility of one’s present job, supervisor support 

for career and perceived work schedule flexibility), role strain and psychological well-being 

variables are presented in Table 4.2. As career stage was regarded as a given point in time, it

116
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was not included in this intercorrelation matrix. There are a number of significant yet low 

correlations (Cohen, 1982; see Study 1, page 84) between role strain, psychological well

being and the career-related variables. The most significant correlations were between the 

career-related variables, such as career commitment and career withdrawal intentions (r = - 

.74) and career commitment and expected utility of one’s present job (r = .59), so that the 

higher the individuals’ career commitment, the lower the likelihood they would withdraw 

from their career and the more useful their job was seen in the future attainment of valued 

career outcomes and opportunities. Expected utility of one’s present job had a modest 

correlation with career satisfaction (r = .56). Supervisor support for career was modestly 

correlated with expected utility of one’s present job (r = .44) and only had a low correlation 

with career commitment (r = .29). Most of the career-related variables had a low to modest 

correlation with the other career-related variables.
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Study 2 Hypothesis 1:

(a) Career Withdrawal Intentions and Career Priority would be Positively Correlated 

with Role Strain and Negatively Correlated with Psychological Well-being

The intercorrelations between career-related variables with role strain and 

psychological well-being are presented in Table 4.2. Significant correlations between career- 

related variables and psychological health measures although significant, were considered to 

be very low to low (Cohen, 1982).

As predicted, the variable of career withdrawal intentions was significantly positively 

correlated with role strain (r = .22. p < .01) and each of the role strain subscales and 

significantly negatively correlated with overall psychological well-being (r = -.16, p <. 01) 

and each of the psychological well-being subscales. Therefore, the hypothesis that career 

withdrawal intentions would be positively correlated with role strain and negatively 

correlated with psychological well-being was supported, although these correlations were 

considered to be very low to low.

Career priority was not significantly positively correlated with role strain or any of its 

subscales, career priority was, however, significantly negatively correlated with role strain (r 

= -.16, p<. 01), in particular the subscale of work-to-family interference (r = -.22, p <. 01). 

Career priority was not significantly negatively related to overall psychological well-being or 

any of its subscales. Career priority was positively correlated to global life satisfaction (r = 

.08, p < .05). Therefore, the hypothesis that career priority would be positively correlated 

with role strain and negatively correlated with psychological well-being was not supported.

(b) Career Satisfaction, Expected Utility of One’s Present Job, Supervisor Support for 

Career and Perceived Work Schedule Flexibility would be Negatively Correlated with 

Role Strain and Positively Correlated with Psychological Well-being.

The intercorrelations between career-related variables with role strain and 

psychological well-being are presented in Table 4.2. Significant correlations between career-

119
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related variables and psychological health measures although significant, were considered to 

be very low to low (Cohen, 1982).

As predicted, career satisfaction was significantly negatively correlated with role 

strain (r = -.22, p < .01) and each of the role strain measures and significantly positively 

correlated with overall psychological well-being (r =.16, p < .01) and each of the 

psychological well-being measures. Therefore, the hypothesis that career satisfaction would 

be negatively correlated with role strain and positively correlated with psychological well

being was supported, although these correlations were considered to be very low to low.

As predicted, expected utility of one’s present job was significantly negatively 

correlated with role strain (r = -.14, p <. 01) and the role strain subscales of family-to-work 

interference (r = -.16, p <. 01) and role overload (r =- .18, p <. 01). Expected utility of one’s 

present job was not significantly negatively correlated with work-to-family interference or 

internal role conflict. Expected utility of one’s present job was significantly positively 

correlated with overall psychological well-being (r = .2, p < .01) and each of the 

psychological well-being subscales. The hypothesis that expected utility of one’s present job 

would be negatively correlated with role strain was partially supported, although these 

correlations were considered to be very low to low. The hypothesis that expected utility of 

one’s present job would be positively correlated with psychological well-being was 

supported.

As predicted, supervisor support for career was significantly negatively correlated 

with role strain (r = -.15, p < .01) and the role strain measures of work-to-family interference 

(r = .12, p <. 05) and role overload (r =.18, p < .01). Supervisor support for career was not 

significantly negatively correlated with family-to-work interference or internal role conflict. 

Supervisor support for career was significantly positively correlated with overall 

psychological well-being (r =.18, p < .01) and each of the psychological well-being 

subscales. Therefore, the hypothesis that supervisor support for career would be negatively



correlated with role strain was partially supported and positively correlated with 

psychological well-being was supported. Correlations were considered to be very low to low.

As predicted, perceived work schedule flexibility was significantly negatively 

correlated with role strain (r = -.23, p < .01) and each of the role strain subscales and 

significantly positively correlated with overall psychological well-being (r =.24, p < .01) and 

each of the psychological well-being subscales. Therefore, the hypothesis that perceived 

work schedule flexibility would be negatively correlated with role strain and positively 

correlated with psychological well-being was supported.

Study 2 Hypothesis 2: Levels of Psychological Well-Being will be Higher and Levels of Role 

Strain would be Lower in the Exploration (First) Career Stage than in the 

Maintenance (Third) Career Stage

For hypothesis two in the second study, the results were divided into two sections.

The first section provides the findings for psychological well-being measures and second 

section provides the findings for role strain measures. Table 4.3 presents the means and 

standard deviations for overall psychological well-being and role strain for mothers in paid 

employment over the three levels of career commitment.
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Table 4.3

Means and Standard Deviations for Overall Psychological Well-Being and Role Strain 
across over the Career Stages of Exploration (N = 60), Establishment (N = 191) and 
Maintenance (N = 154)

Career Stages
Exploration Establishment Maintenance

Scale
Overall Psychological Well-being

M SD M SD M SD
-0.27 2.02 .24 2.30 .013 2.52

3.44 0.66 3.13 0.67 3.29 .66Role Strain
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Overall Psychological Well-being

An ANOVA was performed to evaluate differences between the levels of overall 

psychological well-being reported by mothers in paid employment over career stages. In the 

ANOYA, the independent variable was career stage and the dependent variable was overall 

psychological well-being. A significant difference was not found between levels of overall 

psychological well-being over career stages. Refer to Table 4.4 for the ANOVA summary 

table for overall psychological well-being levels over career stages.

Table 4.4

ANOVA Summary Table for Overall Psychological Well-being over Career Stages
Sum of df Mean F Sig.
Squares Square

Overall Between Groups 13.044 2 6.522 1.178 .309
Psychological
Well-being

Within Groups 2226.277 402 5.538

Total 2239.321 404

Therefore, the hypothesis that levels of psychological well-being would be higher in 

the exploration (first) career stage than in the maintenance (third) career stage, was not 

supported.

Role Strain

An ANOVA was performed to evaluate differences between levels of role strain and 

psychological well-being reported by mothers in paid employment over career stages. In the 

ANOVA, the independent variable was career stage and the dependent variable was role 

strain. A significant difference was found (F (2,404) = 6.013, p < .01) for levels of role strain 

over career stages. Refer to Table 4.5 for the ANOVA summary table for role strain levels 

across the three career stages. Despite reaching statistical significance, the actual difference
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in mean scores between the career stages was small to medium. The effect size, calculated 

using eta squared was low/medium at .03.

Table 4.5

ANOVA Summary Table for Role Strain over Career Stages
Sum of 
Squares

df Mean F
Square

Sig.

Role Strain Between Groups 5.294 2 2.647 6.013 .003

Within Groups 177.845 404 .440

Total 183.138 406

An a priori contrast comparison between levels of role strain over career stages 

indicated that the significant difference was not between the exploration (first) and 

maintenance (third) career stages, as hypothesised, but between exploration and 

establishment (second) career stages. Review of the means for role strain across career stages 

(see Table 4.3 and Figure 4.1) indicated that role strain was highest in the exploration stage.

Role
Strain

Career Career Stage Career Stage
Stage

Figure 4.1. Role Strain Means across Career Stages
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Therefore, the hypothesis that levels of role strain would be lower in the exploration 

(first) career stage than in the maintenance (third) career stage, was not supported.

Study 2 Hypothesis 3: Career-related Variables will Improve Role Strain’s Prediction of 

Overall Psychological Well-being, so that Higher levels of Career Commitment, Career 

Satisfaction, Perceived Work Schedule Flexibility, Expected Utility of One’s Present Job 

and Supervisor Support for Career and Lower Levels of Career Withdrawal Intentions and 

Career Priority, Combined with Lower Levels of Role Strain will be Predictive of Higher

Overall Psychological Well-Being

A hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to determine whether career-related 

variables (career commitment, career satisfaction, perceived work schedule flexibility, 

expected utility of one’s present job, supervisor support for career, career withdrawal 

intentions and career priority) would improve role strain’s prediction of overall 

psychological well-being. The covariate of role strain was entered at step 1. At step 2 the 

career-related variables6 of career commitment, career withdrawal intentions, expected utility 

of present job, career satisfaction, supervisor support for career, perceived work schedule 

flexibility and career priority were entered. Table 4.6 displays the standardized regression 

coefficients (|3), R2, R2 change and F2 change after the entry after each set of independent 

variables.

At step 1, role strain contributed significantly to the prediction of overall 

psychological well-being (F (1,403 = 100.613). At step 2, with the career-related variables 

added to the equation, only two career-related variables of career satisfaction and perceived 

work schedule flexibility contributed significantly to the prediction of overall psychological 

well-being. Addition of career commitment, career withdrawal intentions, career priority, 

expected utility of present job, and supervisor support for career did not significantly improve

6 Career commitment was included in this analysis. Career stage was not included as it 
regarded as a point in time.
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R2. The coefficient of determination suggested that role strain and career-related variables 

accounted for 34% of the variance in overall psychological well-being, with career-related 

variables improving the prediction by 14%. The positive relationship between overall 

psychological well-being and the career-related predictors of career satisfaction and 

perceived work schedule flexibility, suggests that the higher the career satisfaction and 

perceived work schedule flexibility the higher the overall psychological well-being.

Table 4.6

Standardized Regression Coefficients Summary for the Hierarchical Multiple Regression for 
the Career-Related Variables and Role Strain Variables Predicting Overall Psychological 
Well-being (N=405)

Independent Variables Step 1 Step 2
P P

Role strain _ 447***

Career commitment -.016

Career withdrawal intentions -.009

Expected utility of present job .079

Career satisfaction 203***

Supervisor support for career .031

Perceived work schedule flexibility 153**

Career priority .070

R2 .20 .34

Adjusted R2 .20 .32

R2 Change .20 .34

F change 17.620

Note: *p<0.05. **p<0.01. ***p<0.001.

Hypothesis 3 in study 2 was, therefore, partially accepted.
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Discussion

The general aim of the second study was to explore relationships between 

psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) with career-related variables 

other than career commitment (i.e., career stage, career withdrawal intentions, career 

satisfaction, expected utility of one’s present job, career priority, supervisor support for 

career and perceived work schedule flexibility) for mothers in paid employment with young 

children.

The research question that guided the second study was: Is there a relationship 

between psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) with other career- 

related variables for mothers in paid employment?

To answer this question, the first hypothesis in the current study was that (a) career 

withdrawal intentions and career priority will be positively correlated with role strain and 

negatively correlated with psychological well-being, and that (b) career satisfaction, expected 

utility of one’s present job, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule 

flexibility will be negatively correlated with role strain and positively correlated with 

psychological well-being.

The second hypothesis was that levels of role strain would be lower and levels of 

psychological well-being would be higher in the exploration (first) career stage than in the 

maintenance (third) career stage.

The third hypothesis in the second study was that career-related variables will 

improve role strain’s prediction of overall psychological well-being, so that higher levels of 

career commitment, career satisfaction, perceived work schedule flexibility, expected utility 

of one’s present job and supervisor support for career and lower levels of career withdrawal 

intentions and career priority, combined with role strain will be predictive of higher levels of 

overall psychological well-being.



Hypothesis 1

For the first hypothesis of the second study, the correlations between career-related 

variables, overall role strain and psychological well-being produced mixed findings. All 

significant correlations for the first hypothesis were considered to be low (Cohen, 1982).

In part (a) of the first hypothesis, low positive correlations were found between career 

withdrawal intentions and role strain and all of the role strain subscales (work-to-family 

interference, family-to-work interference, role overload and internal role conflict. Low 

negative correlations were found between career withdrawal intentions and overall 

psychological well-being and all of the psychological well-being subscales (psychological 

distress, global life satisfaction and perceived stress and coping). These findings provides 

support for previous, albeit limited research, which has suggested that role strain is a potential 

determinant of the decision to withdraw from a career (Greenhaus et al., 1997). This finding 

also provides support for social identity theory, as mothers likely to have high career 

withdrawal intentions, particularly mothers categorised with low career commitment, may 

consider their career not to be sufficiently salient to their self-identity to justify interference 

of work demands on family life (Greenhaus et al., 2001). The career withdrawal intentions 

construct has been reported in previous research to be sensitive to direction of the 

interference between work and family boundaries (Grandey & Cropanzano, 1999; Greenhaus, 

1997; Greenhaus et al., 2001), however, in this research, both work-to-family interference 

and family-to-work interference had significant yet low correlations with career withdrawal 

intentions. Flence, it could be extrapolated from these findings that when planning to 

withdraw from a profession the source of the stress (family or work) does not appear to be 

taken into account by workers as considered to previous researchers (Frone, Russell et al., 

1992a. 1997). This current study, however, did provide support for a relationship between 

career withdrawal intentions and each of the role strain variables, not just work-to-family
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interference. In the current study, levels of overall psychological well-being was also found 

to be reduced when intending to withdraw from a career path.

Career priority, that is, the relative priority attached to an individual’s own career 

compared to their partner’s career, was not significantly positively correlated with role strain 

in the current study. However, a significant negative correlation was found between career 

priority and role strain. That is, priority attached to and individual’s own career was related to 

lower levels of role strain. This finding provides support for neither Hammer et al.’s (1997) 

finding of no relationship nor Greenhaus, et al.’s (1989) finding of a positive relationship 

between career priority and role strain. Of the psychological well-being variables, global life 

satisfaction was the only variable found to be associated with career priority. This 

relationship was in the opposite direction as predicted, so that lower global life satisfaction 

was correlated with higher priority placed on the individual’s own career. Given that women 

have been reported to meet more of the domestic/family’s needs than men (ABS, 1994; 

Baxter, 1993; Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer & Robinson, 2000; Shelton & John, 1996), women may 

engage in work or choose careers that can accommodate family needs, rather than choose 

work or career paths which predominantly meet career needs. Overall, though, little 

relationship was found between career priority and the psychological well-being and role 

strain variables.

In part (b) of the first hypothesis, career satisfaction was found to have a significant, 

although low negative correlation with role strain (and all of the role strain subscales) and a 

significant, although low positive relationship with psychological well-being (and all of the 

psychological well-being subscales) as predicted. These findings provide support for previous 

research, which suggests that satisfaction from a particular role has been reported to alleviate 

some of the negative effects of role strain (Aryee, 1992; Erdwins et ah, 2001; Parasuraman & 

Simmers, 2001). No previous studies were located that supported or disputed the relationship 

between career satisfaction and psychological well-being for multiple role incumbents.
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The supervisor support for career construct had a low negative correlation with 

overall role strain and the role strain variables of work-to-family interference and role 

overload. Family-to-work interference and internal role conflict were not significantly 

correlated with supervisor support for career. This finding provides partial support for 

previous findings that suggest that a supportive relationship between a supervisor and an 

employee acts to reduce role strain (Aryee, et al., 1994; Chang, 1999; Lee et al, 2001). 

Previous research has shown that supervisor support for career is more strongly associated 

with family-to-work interference than work-to-family interference, known as the mentoring 

paradox (Nielson et al., 2001), a finding not supported in this research. All psychological 

well-being variables were negatively related to supervisor support for career. These findings 

suggest that although psychological well-being may be enhanced by supervisor support for 

career, not all factors of role strain are reduced.

The expected utility of one’s present job construct had a negative correlation with role 

strain (and role overload and family-to-work interference subscales), so that the more useful 

an individual’s job is in achieving his/her desired career outcomes, the lower the role strain 

(and role overload and family-to-work interference) experienced. Expected utility of one’s 

present job was not correlated with work-to-family interference and internal role conflict. As 

predicted, expected utility of one’s present job had a significant positive association with 

overall psychological well-being and all of the psychological well-being subscales, so that the 

more useful the job to attaining career goals the higher the psychological well-being reported.

Perceived workplace schedule flexibility had a low negative correlation with role 

strain (and all role strain subscales) and a low positive relationship with psychological well

being (and all psychological well-being subscales). Therefore, the more the perception of 

control and flexibility over workplace schedules, the less role strain and higher psychological 

well-being experienced, providing support for previous research (Alderton & Muller, 2000; 

Anderson et al., 2002; Bohen-Viveros &Long, 1981; Greenberger & O’Neil, 1989; Hammer
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et al., 1997; Kelly & Voyandoff, 1985; Pleck et al., 1980; Rosenfield, 1989; Seib & Muller, 

1999; Voyandoff, 1988).

Hypothesis 2

The second hypothesis of the second study investigated levels of overall 

psychological well-being and role strain across three career stages (exploration, establishment 

and maintenance) for mothers in paid employment. The results of the second hypothesis 

indicated that levels of psychological well-being did not differ across career stages. Levels of 

role strain were found to differ across career stages; the relationship, however, was not as 

predicted.

The finding that overall psychological well-being did not differ across career stages, 

does not provide support for Gill & Muller’s (1997) finding that later career mothers reported 

higher psychological distress than early career mothers. The finding of the current study 

indicated that unlike a number of other career-related characteristics, such as supervisor 

support, (Prone, Yardley et al., 1997; Goff et al, 1990; Warren & Johnson, 1995) and job 

performance (Campbell et al., 1994), career stage was not related to levels of overall 

psychological well-being.

Role strain was found to be highest in the initial career stage of exploration (first), 

particularly in comparison to the establishment (second) career stage. The exploration career 

stage is marked by a period of self-examination, developing competencies and building skills 

through education and job-related training, in order to make career choices (Super, 1957).

The findings of the current study did not support previous research that has reported that 

many women who choose to delay child rearing until their career has been established 

reported numerous difficulties (Roberts & Newtown, 1987), particularly the need to meet 

family demands when the individual’s career is at its greatest visibility (Higgins et al., 1994), 

increased role strain and increased psychological distress (Gill & Muller, 1998; Higgins et al., 

1994),. The highest levels of role strain were not found in the current study to be in the
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maintenance career stage as predicted, as it may be that when established in a career, women 

have more resources available, such as increased finances to purchase external support, such 

as housekeeping and home maintenance services than women at the beginning of their chosen 

career path.

Within this research, career stage was considered a temporary substitute for a more 

rigorous longitudinal design of women’s career development, so as to provide results within a 

limited time frame (Reilly & Orsak, 1991). Although more research is required, career stage 

as determined by career tenure, was considered to be suitable measure or substitution for a 

longitudinal approach to the study of career development of women in multiple roles, 

particularly in relation to role strain, however, there may be more suitable measures.

Hypothesis 3

The third hypothesis of the second study that career-related variables would 

contribute to role strain’s prediction of psychological well-being was only partially 

supported. In step 1 of hierarchical multiple regression analysis, role strain was found to be 

significant unique predictor of overall psychological well-being, which was expected given 

the findings from Study 1, hypothesis 2.

In step 2 of the hierarchical multiple regression analysis, when career-related 

variables were added, only career satisfaction and perceived work schedule flexibility 

significantly contributed to role strain’s prediction of overall psychological well-being. The 

career-related variables of career withdrawal intentions, career priority, expected utility of 

present job, and supervisor support were not found to improve role strain’s prediction of 

overall psychological well-being.

The ability of perceived work schedule flexibility to predict overall psychological 

well-being was consistent with findings of previous studies, which have suggested that 

workplace schedule flexibility, over other support characteristics (e.g., family supportive 

supervisors), contributes to overall psychological well-being (Anderson, et al., 2002;
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Greenberger et al., 1989; Lee et al., 2002; Warren & Johnson, 1995). Previous research has 

found that it is the perception of increased control associated with workplace schedule 

flexibility that contributes to psychological well-being (Clark, 2001; Hammer et al., 1997). 

This finding suggests that the more immediate issues related to the day-to-day practicalities 

of balancing work and family life, such as work schedule flexibility, appear to be more 

related to overall psychological well-being than most of the longer-term broader career- 

related constructs (e.g. career commitment and career withdrawal intentions).

The model of role strain and perceived work schedule flexibility as significant unique 

predictors of overall psychological well-being variables provides support for Karasek (1979) 

and Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) job-strain model. This model suggests that demands 

combined with the perception of control determines the degree of conflict experienced. 

Therefore, in reference to this model, the findings of this current study suggest that heavy 

role demands and resultant role strain, in conjunction with low perceived control as indicated 

by low levels of perceived work schedule flexibility predicted reduced psychological well

being.

The current study also found that career satisfaction was a significant unique predictor 

of overall psychological well-being. There has been a lack of literature linking these 

constructs in the work-family interface and career development literature for multiple role 

incumbents, hence there is no theoretical base informing the current findings. Therefore, 

satisfaction with a chosen career path is a career-related variable that should be further 

investigated in the examination of the psychological health of mothers in paid employment.

At the time of this study, there were no other studies located that could support or 

dispute these findings on the lack of predictive quality of the other career-related variables 

(career withdrawal intentions, career priority, expected utility of present job, and supervisor 

support) for overall psychological well-being.

Similiar to hypothesis 2 in Study 1, the career-related variable of career commitment
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did not improve role strain’s contribution to the prediction of overall psychological well

being. These findings do not provide support for previous research findings, which have 

supported social identity theory. Social identity theory posits that by enacting a role that is 

central to an individual’s self-concept, an individual gains more meaning, purpose and 

behavioural guidance, which in turn contributes to greater psychological well-being (Martire 

et al., 2000; Fleck, 1985; Thoits, 1992). Given these mixed findings, the strength of the social 

identity theory as a viewpoint that may link the constructs of career commitment, role strain 

and psychological well-being may require further investigation.

The next section presents a summary of the findings of Study 2.

Conclusion: Findings of Study 2

The present study provides support for further consideration of career-related 

variables in the examination of the psychological health of mothers in paid employment. The 

study aimed to link the work-family interface and career development literature, via the 

research question that guided this current study, that is: Is there a relationship between 

psychological health (role strain and psychological well-being) with other career-related 

variables (career stage, career withdrawal intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of 

one’s present job, career priority, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule 

flexibility) for mothers in paid employment?

In study 2, some links were found between career-related factors, psychological well

being, and role strain. Role strain was found to vary across career stages, with the highest 

levels of role strain reported in the exploration (first) career stage, rather than the later career 

stage of maintenance, as hypothesised. Higher levels of psychological well-being were not 

found to differ across career stages.

A hierarchical multiple regression was conducted to determine whether career-related 

variables would improve role strain’s prediction of overall psychological well-being. Of the 

career-related variables, career satisfaction and perceived work schedule flexibility were
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found to be improve role strain’s prediction of overall psychological well-being.

Given the mixed results found in the links between the career-related variables, the 

psychological well-being and role strain variables for mothers in paid employment, there is 

argument to suggest that further research is required. The results from further research would 

demonstrate the significance, or otherwise, of the relationship between career-related 

variables with role strain and psychological well-being for mothers in paid employment.
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CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION OF KEY FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS

Overview

For many Australian workers, including women with young children, a major challenge 

has been to maintain a career, whilst simultaneously having a satisfactory personal and family 

life. There is no lack of studies investigating the interrelationships between the two main life 

domains of work and family across the diverse disciplines contributing to the literature. 

However, the linking of career development with the work-family interface literature, by 

exploring the relationship between Australian mothers’ psychological health (role strain and 

psychological well-being) and factors related to their career development, has been a 

neglected area of study.

Two research questions guided the current programme of research. The first question 

addressed in the first study was: Is there a relationship between career commitment and 

psychological health (psychological well-being and role strain) for mothers in paid 

employment? The second research question, addressed in the second study was: Is there a 

relationship between psychological health with other career-related variables (career stage, 

career withdrawal intentions, priority of partner’s career, career satisfaction, expected utility 

of one’s present job, supervisor support for career and perceived work schedule flexibility) 

for mothers in paid employment?

The next section addresses the key findings and conclusions of the two studies in the 

current programme of research.

Key Findings and Conclusions

Several career-related variables investigated in this study were found to play a role on 

the psychological health of multiple role incumbents. These included career commitment, 

career stage, career satisfaction and perceived workplace schedule flexibility. Future



understanding of the work-family interface may well be improved by continuing the 

investigation of the relationship between career-related variables with psychological well

being and role strain.

Findings of the first hypothesis in the first study indicated that overall psychological 

well-being was higher for mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment. The 

psychological well-being subscale of global life satisfaction was higher and the subscale of 

psychological distress was lower for mothers categorised with higher levels of career 

commitment. Role strain, particularly role overload was lower for mothers categorised with 

higher levels of career commitment. The role strain subscales of work-to-family interference, 

family-to-work interference and internal role conflict did not differ across levels of career 

commitment.

The findings for both role strain and overall psychological well-being, which were 

contrary to expectations, suggest that low career committed mothers do not appear to be 

benefiting from the positive effects often reported to be gained from paid employment 

(Baruch et al., 198; Brennan & Rosenweig, 1990; Thoits; 1983; Reilly, 1994). Support, 

therefore, was not provided for previous research that reported an association between high 

levels of career commitment and reduced psychological well-being (Colarelli & Bishop,

1990; Greenhaus & Kopelman, 1981; Pierce & Molloy, 1990). An explanation for the current 

findings can by provided by the social identity theory, which suggests that the more salient a 

role, the stronger the identification with the role and the more enhanced psychological well

being reported (Thoits, 1991; Martire et al., 2000). According to social identity theory, that 

the degree of personal investment in a role (commitment) moderates the effect of role-related 

experiences and stressors. That is, greater psychological well-being is reported by individuals 

who place greater meaning and have a higher personal investment in a particular role (Gurin 

et al., 1960 cited in Greenberger & O’Neil, 1993; Krause, 1994; Martire et al., 2000; Pleck, 

1985). Similarly, stressors from a less salient role (identity-irrelevant stressors) are
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considered to have a weaker impact on psychological well-being (Prone, Russell et ah, 1992). 

Social identity theory was proposed as a model in the current research to connect the career- 

related constructs of career commitment and psychological health of mothers in paid 

employment. Social identity theory did not account for all the findings in this study, for 

example, lower levels of psychological well-being and increased levels of the role strain were 

not found in the mother categorised with high levels of career commitment, that is stressors 

impacting upon psychological well-being were not found to be from a more salient role (i.e. 

the work role).

Role strain was found to be significantly higher for mothers categorised with low 

career commitment than mothers categorised with high career commitment. Therefore, 

individuals who are more committed to their careers may be more able to tolerate role strain, 

due to benefits associated with their career role, than individuals who are less career 

committed.

In the sample group of mothers in paid employment, the individual role strain 

constructs (role overload, work-to-family interference, family-to-work interference and 

internal role conflict) were considered to be high overall, which lends support for role strain 

theory (Goode, 1960, 1974) on multiple role involvement. The role strain theory suggests that 

there are negative psychological outcomes associated with employment, in contrast to the 

role enhancement theory (Baruch & Barnett, 1986, 1987), which posits that there are 

beneficial effects associated with employment.

As a role strain subscale, role overload, which occurs when there are insufficient 

resources, time, energy to meet role demands and perform role requirements adequately and 

comfortably (Duxbury, 2003; Gutek et al., 1991; Higgins et al., 1994), differed over levels of 

career commitment, which is consistent with previous research (Bradley, 2002). Role 

overload levels were especially high for mothers categorised with low levels of career 

commitment compared to mothers categorised with high levels of career commitment,
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suggesting that negative psychological outcomes can occur when there are insufficient 

resources, time and energy to meet the demands of the domestic and occupational roles, 

particularly when not highly committed to their career. No other role strain subscales (work- 

to-family interference, family-to-work interference and internal role conflict) differed over 

levels of career commitment.

Repetti et al. (1989) suggested that subgroups of women should be examined in 

studies on multiple role involvement, in order to determine who does and does not benefit 

from employment. Given the findings of the current study, low career committed women 

appear to be a subgroup that does not appear to benefit from the beneficial effects of 

employment, experiencing both lower levels of psychological well-being and higher levels of 

role strain. For these women, family demands may take priority over any career aspirations in 

the “family comes first” dictum (Chusmir, 1986; Kaldenberg et al., 1995; Uhlenberg & 

Cooney, 1990). In addition, women with young children may not be working in their chosen 

career field during the child rearing life stage, with work characteristics, such as short-term 

flexibility of work schedules, work hours and locality taking priority over longer-term pursuit 

of career goals. Similarly, for higher career committed mothers, family size and spacing of 

children may be orchestrated to accommodate career aspirations, with women arranging their 

work and family situations, so as to minimise role strain and maximise psychological well

being. Although it has been reported in previous research that workers with high levels of 

career commitment devote more time and energy to the work role at the expense of the family 

role (Greenhaus et al., 1989), this was found not to be the case in the current research, with 

time commitment to work equivalent across commitment cohorts. Hence, it may be that 

workers who are under pressure are drawn to family/work schedules in which lifestyle and 

employment, both can be accommodated comfortably (Chester, 1990; Field & Bramwell, 

1998).

Findings of the second hypothesis of the first study indicated that of the role strain
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subscales, role overload and internal role conflict were significant predictors of psychological 

well-being, so that having large amount of activities to complete within a limited time frame 

and the subjective appraisal of role demands were predictive of reduced overall psychological 

well-being. Support, therefore, was provided for previous research supporting Gutek et al.’s 

(1991) rational view, that is greater role overload is experienced as a result of more time 

devoted to the roles and the more hours worked the greater the psychological distress 

(Higgins, et al, 1994; Major et al., 2002). Career commitment was not found to be a 

significant predictor of psychological well-being, which does not provide support for the 

social identity viewpoint, which indicates that the greater the psychological significance 

placed on a role, the greater the psychological well-being (Martire et al., 2000; Thoits, 1992).

In the first hypothesis of second study, there were mixed findings in the examination 

of relationships between other career-related variables (viz., career stage, career withdrawal 

intentions, career satisfaction, expected utility of present job, career priority, supervisor 

support for career and perceived work schedule flexibility) with role strain and psychological 

well-being. As predicted, career satisfaction and perceived work schedule flexibility were 

negatively correlated with role strain and positively correlated with psychological well-being, 

and career withdrawal intentions positively correlated with role strain and negatively 

correlated with psychological well-being. There were mixed findings for supervisor support 

for career, expected utility of one’s present job and career priority, with some of career 

priority’s correlations with role strain and psychological well-being variables being opposite 

to that predicted. All significant correlations between career-related variables, role strain and 

psychological well-being variables were considered, however, to be low.

Findings of the second hypothesis of the second study indicated that levels of role 

strain differed across career stages, although findings were contrary to that predicted, with 

role strain was found to be highest in the exploration (first) career stage. In the current study, 

levels of overall psychological well-being did not differ across levels of career commitment.
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Career stage theory, as a theory of career development for women was found to be useful in 

its application to differing levels of role strain, however not for overall psychological well

being for mothers in paid employment, however more research is required.

The third hypothesis of the second study that career-related variables would 

contribute to role strain’s prediction of psychological well-being was only partially 

supported. Only career satisfaction and perceived work schedule flexibility significantly 

contributed to the role strain’s prediction of overall psychological well-being. The career- 

related variables of career withdrawal intentions, career priority, expected utility of present 

job, and supervisor support did not contribute to the prediction.

The ability of perceived work schedule flexibility to predict overall psychological 

well-being was consistent with findings of previous studies (Anderson, et al., 2002; 

Greenberger et al., 1989; Lee et al., 2002; Warren & Johnson, 1995). This finding suggests 

that the more immediate issues related to the day-to-day practicalities of balancing work and 

family life appear to be more related to overall psychological well-being than most of the 

longer-term broader career-related constructs.

There is a lack of literature linking the career satisfaction, role strain and 

psychological well-being constructs and given that career satisfaction improved role strain’s 

prediction of overall psychological well-being, career satisfaction is a career-related variable 

that should be further investigated in the examination of the psychological health of mothers 

in paid employment. Also, at the time of this study, there were no other studies located that 

could support or dispute these findings on the lack of predictive quality of the other career- 

related variables for overall psychological well-being.

The following sections discuss the limitations and implications of this research and 

the recommendations for future research on the work-family interface and career

development.
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Limitations

In an evaluation of the results of the current study, the limitations of the research need 

to be considered. Given the narrow source of participant recruitment, namely, childcare 

centres on the Gold Coast in Queensland, the representativeness of the findings from this 

sample group to the general population is unknown. The methodological limitations 

associated with not having a randomly selected sample are acknowledged. Given the 

voluntary nature of the questionnaire, it is possible that self-selection may have occurred, 

such that the responses received may have been from mothers who were more interested in 

issues related to multiple role involvement. Individuals experiencing the greatest stress and 

strain may not have had time or energy to complete the questionnaire, given the very 

demands that this research was aiming to address. The people that have endured large degrees 

of role strain and reduced psychological well-being have previously been found not to 

participate in such research (Hochschild, 1989) and if this were the case in this study, the 

results of the current study are potentially weakened due to restricted variance. Likewise, 

women who have ineffectively managed their involvement in multiple roles and as a result 

have withdrawn from the labour market were also not captured in the current research.

The current research involved the use of a cross-sectional questionnaire, therefore, 

inferences could not be made with regard to causal direction between the constructs. As a 

method of data collection, self-report questionnaires could be criticized for the provision of 

subjective information, which is subjected to such respondent bias as defensiveness (Newton, 

1989), social desirability (Nederhof, 1985), as well as an unspecified amount of inaccurate 

recall. Such methodological limitations are balanced, however, by offering the respondents a 

confidential and anonymous means through which to express their views, thereby allowing 

information from many people to be collected, within a short duration of time (Swanson et

al„ 1998).
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The results of this study are open to queries of common method variance, given that 

the data was obtained from measures within the same questionnaire. Other methods of data 

collection, such as interviews and observation were not conducted due to time constraints. 

Objective measures of the constructs investigated in this research did not lend themselves 

easily to observation. Other outcome data, such as reported stress-related health problems, 

absenteeism and poor work performance data could be analysed, however, these are 

outcomes of the constructs and not considered to be measures of the constructs themselves 

(Duxbury & Higgins, 1994). Measuring outcomes was considered unsuitable for use in the 

current research, as although similar levels of stress and strain may be experienced across 

individuals, varying abilities in managing stress may be present (Duxbury & Higgins, 1994). 

As this research was reliant on self-report and subjective data, observation of the extent to 

which each component of role strain and psychological well-being is problematic for mothers 

in paid employment may prove more useful, albeit, labour intensive.

Another difficulty in this research was that the complex processes, in regards to role 

strain and psychological well-being were measured by a narrow range of questions. The 

results of this analysis did however, indicate that the inclusion of the internal role conflict 

construct within the overall role strain construct could provide additional information not 

captured by the other individual role strain measures.

The response rate of 47% for mothers in paid employment in this study, did not meet 

the recommended return rate of 50% (Shaugnessy & Zechmeister, 1994) for survey responses 

to be considered valid. Although not greatly below this recommended rate, the responses 

should therefore, be interpreted with some caution.

When evaluating the research results, the following limitations need to be taken into 

account in regards to the measurement tools used. Verbal anchors were used for the value- 

based (strongly agree - strongly disagree) responses and the frequency-based (almost 

always/always - almost never/never), providing scope for subjective interpretation.



Participants’ interpretation of the verbal anchors can differ across individuals and more 

precise measurement may be achieved by requesting further clarification, such as a frequency 

range (e.g., “some of the time” =1-3 times; Blau, 1999).

Limitations also include the actual measures used in this study. The measurement of 

the role overload component in this study was taken from the Job-Family Role Strain Scale 

(Bohen & Viveros-Long, 1981). Bohen and Viveros-Long (1981) established this scale, via a 

principal components factor analysis with varimax variation rotation, which has been shown 

to be an inferior method of factor analysis for this purpose, in comparison to common factor 

analysis with oblique rotation (Boyle, 1988; Cattell, 1973). The role overload scale used is 

somewhat out-of-date, with no norms relevant to the population of this study. However, the 

Bohen and Viveros-Long (1981) measure was chosen in the current research to determine 

role overload, as it is the measure most often used in the work-family interface literature to 

determine role overload, including more recent Australian studies (Alderton & Muller, 2000; 

Bradley, 2002; Gill & Muller, 1997; Sieb & Muller, 1999). In the factor analysis conducted 

in this current research, role overload was found to be loaded together with the other role 

strain measures.

The measure used to determine psychological distress (GHQ-12) has been claimed to 

be context-free, however, as it measures states such as anger, irritability and sleeping 

difficulties, the GHQ-12 has been reported to be more of a measure of psychological distress 

in the non-work domain rather than the work domain (Hart, 1999). In the current study, 

overall psychological well-being was measured by averaging the individual psychological 

well-being scales, hence there is the issue of shared variance when combining the individual 

psychological well-being scales. However, the individual measures of psychological well

being were also analysed in the current research.

The content validity of Blau’s career commitment measure (1985, 1988) used in the 

current research has been questioned (Carson & Bedeian, 1994), particularly in relation to the
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adequacy of this measure to cover all the relevant career commitment dimensions, delineated 

in London’s (1983) theory of career motivation, namely, career resilience (Lydon & Zanna, 

1990), career identity (Colarelli & Bishop, 1990; Morrow & Wirth, 1989) and career 

planning (London, 1983; Morrow, 1983). Concerns have also been expressed (Carson and 

Bedeian, 1994) about the instrument’s external validity, given that Blau (1985) extracted the 

items for his career commitment scale from two other instruments concerned with career 

orientation and work attitudes. The internal statistics of Blau’s (1985) measure may therefore, 

represent inflated estimates and better external psychometric properties than the separate 

measures from which the items were taken, have not been demonstrated (Carson & Bedeian, 

1994). Blau (1993, 2003) has since advocated the use of an occupational commitment scale, 

which was developed to address definitional problems with the long-term concept of career. 

The suitability of an occupational commitment measure for mothers with young children may 

be limited, however, particularly given that mothers may not be working in an occupation 

that is, not related to their desired vocation or career path, during the child rearing years. The 

current research focussed more on the longer-term construct of career over current 

occupation, therefore, the construct of career commitment rather than occupational 

commitment was considered to be more appropriate measure for the purpose of the present 

research.

The traditional career stage models that have been proposed to represent the careers of 

both women and men have generally failed to apply to women (Omstein & Isabella, 1990; 

Roberts & Newtown, 1987, Smart & Peterson, 1994). Although, the career stage construct 

appears to be useful to some degree in relation to the examination of psychological health of 

workers, particularly role strain, the measurement of career stage and its relevance and 

suitability to mothers in paid employment is in need of further research.

The construction of a model of multiple role involvement was not a goal of the 

current research and there are several possible individual, work/career-related, familial and
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social characteristics that may impact upon the work-family interface that were not controlled 

for in this study. For example, individual dispositional variables (e.g., positive/negative 

affect), social/cultural variables (e.g., ethnicity, rural versus urban dwellers, presence of 

community resources, friend/co-worker support) or family/domestic arrangements and 

demands (e.g., one parent versus couple families, receipt of assistance with childcare and/or 

household tasks from an external source, other caring responsibilities such as elderly parents 

or disabled relatives) were not considered. In the work domain, such factors as work and staff 

responsibilities, status in the organisation, organisational climate and behavioural norms also 

were not included as variables to be explored in this study.

Implications

The findings discussed in this research have indicated that although the role 

strain and role enhancement theories continue to offer valuable insights into the experiences 

attached to multiple role involvement, the consideration of more comprehensive work-family 

interface models acknowledging career developmental issues and factors applicable to 

women are necessary. For women at individual, family and organisational levels, there are a 

number of implications as a result of the findings of this current research.

On an individual and familial level, a comprehensive understanding of the impact of 

multiple role incumbency may encourage women to engage in multiple role involvement 

planning prior to having children, so as to maximise psychological health and work/career 

development opportunities, whilst child rearing. With a changing workforce and as many 

parents are expressing a desire to maintain a balance between work and family 

responsibilities, multiple role involvement planning could assist in determining career and 

organisational choices, timing of having children and family size.

Women are often committed to their careers, whilst simultaneously adhering to the 

gender role expectation of prioritising the family role, hence there is the “normalising of the



146

double day” (Glazer, 1980, p. 79, cited in Duxbury & Higgins, 1994). A set of dual 

expectations appears to have become the norm for many mothers in paid employment. To 

assist in minimising role strain and maximising psychological well-being, mothers in paid 

employment may decrease the amount and degree of family and domestic demands by 

renegotiating and delegating childcare and household responsibilities with other family 

members or by hiring external support (Muller, 1999). Such efforts can assist to minimise 

role overload, that is, means with which to assist when there are insufficient resources, time 

or energy to meet the needs of competing roles of family and work.

Organisations are likely to benefit from a comprehensive understanding of the work- 

family interface research, particularly given the current backdrop of significant and 

accelerating changes in the world of work and the difficulty employees may have meeting 

work and family demands, which can result in harmful personal, familial and work-related 

consequences (Bedeian et al., 1988; Parasuraman, Greenhaus & Granrose, 1992; Rice, Prone 

& Me Farlin, 1992; Sekaran, 1983; Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Williams & Alliger, 1994). The 

cost to the individual and the Australian economy of negative health outcomes, such as 

increased medical costs, workers compensation, loss of productivity, higher accident levels, 

increased absenteeism, poor morale and increased turnover is a reality (Fallon, 1997) and 

may be accommodated by an improved organisational understanding of the difficulties of 

balancing work/family demands.

Given the findings of this research that higher levels of role strain and lower levels of 

psychological well-being were reported by mothers in paid employment categorised with 

lower levels of career commitment, the implementation of programmes (work-family 

balance) and strategies should be aimed at employees at all hierarchical organisational 

echelons, including all forms of work patterns and all part-time, full-time and casual
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employees. Also, such programmes and development of strategies may be focussed at women 

who are commencing their career and have young children.

The impact of the findings for organisations also provides an argument for exploring 

potential changes to work practices, due to the need to ease the burden of multiple role 

involvement, by increasing the amount of control individuals have over work and family 

demands. In order for organisations to retain highly skilled, career committed employees, 

who are rearing their children, whilst maintaining enhanced psychological well-being, the 

establishment and encouragement of the use of alternative work practices, such as flexible 

work schedules, family leave days, job sharing, a four-day work week and part-time home- 

based employment would be worth exploring. This is particularly the case, given the finding 

that the career-related variables of perceived work schedule flexibility was a unique 

significant predictor of psychological well-being. Encouraging employees’ input into 

organisational decision-making and participation in training may result in maintaining 

employees’ levels of career commitment and career satisfaction, as well as benefiting the 

organisation with their ongoing input. Accessibility of flexible workplace practice options to 

spouses and access to paid paternity leave would also assist in supporting the dual-career 

lifestyle, as well as, assist in minimising the negative consequences of juggling work and 

family responsibilities. The availability of such options for mothers and their spouses could 

reduce resultant negative individual, familial and organisational consequences.

Also, it has been recognised that due to the changing Australian demographics, 

particularly the aging population, in the decades ahead there will be a shrinking pool of 

labour available and flexible family-friendly work arrangements may be a priority when an 

individual is choosing a potential employer (Australian Government, 2004 Family Provision 

Case, p. 30). Therefore, as there is the recognition of employees as a competitive resource 

(Pfeffer, 1994) and acknowledgement of the impact that role strain and psychological well

being can have on work performance (Tompson & Werner, 1997), Australian organisations



should make a concerted effort to assist parents in managing conflicting work and family 

demands, in order to minimise role strain and maximise psychological well-being for 

workers.

The present research linking the work-family interface and career development fields 

has highlighted some important findings that contribute to our understanding of mothers and 

employment in regards to their psychological health and career development. The findings 

have also demonstrated a number of implications for individuals, families and organisational 

policies.

Recommendations for Future Research

Despite the richness of the work-family interface, our knowledge of the complex 

relationships between the life domains of work and family, particularly in respect to the 

heterogeneity of mothers with young children remains incomplete. Further research on the 

numerous individual, work and career-related, as well as familial and social characteristics 

that contribute to role strain, role enhancement and psychological well-being could provide 

valuable information in further understanding the complexities involved in the lives of 

Australian female multiple role incumbents.

Within the work-family interface arena, there is also the need for need for construct 

clarification, theory building, and measurement tool development (Greenhaus & Powell,

2006; Wayne, Musisca, & Fleeson, 2004). There is also the need for further examination of 

the benefits, including positive spillover between roles for multiple role incumbents (Flanson 

et al, 2006).

The relevance of internal role conflict to the study of role strain is worthy of further 

research consideration. Future studies on which of the participant’s actual social roles 

contribute to the level of role strain and psychological well-being experienced may also prove 

valuable in the examination of multiple role incumbents.
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The work-family interface research requires more in-depth analyses, thereby 

providing the potential for an improvement in the explanation of the amount of variance 

between psychological and career-related factors (Duxbury & Higgins, 1991). Future 

research could benefit from capturing issues and factors relevant to women, who may have 

ineffectively managed their involvement in multiple roles and as a result have withdrawn 

from the labour market, as well as women who are having difficulty accessing work and 

career roles and the tools/strategies needed to assist them in negotiating this transition. Given 

the findings of this current research, the strength of the social identity theory as a viewpoint 

that may link the constructs of career commitment, role strain and psychological well-being 

requires further investigation.

Further examination of a career development model based on career and personal 

experiences that are more meaningful to women is deemed necessary. Rather than career 

stage as a static entity defined by career tenure, or age as in previous research (Bedeian, et ah, 

1991; Morrow & Elroy, 1987), a more fluid definition and measurement tool may prove more 

suitable applied to women’s career development, acknowledging the issues specifically 

relevant to women, as well as the realities of participation in multiple roles such as: 

psychological fit to a specific career stage, the impact of career interruptions, and the concept 

of recycling through career stages. The definition and measure of career stage based on career 

concerns and issues, such as represented in the Adult Career Concerns Inventory (Super, 

Thompson & Lindeman 1988) may be a more appropriate as a base for an instrument to 

assess career stage, particularly in cross-sectional research designs (Smart, 1998). 

Alternatively and ideally, longitudinal designs are considered more suitable to career stage 

research, particularly given that career stage research is developmental. Following women 

from their early years to the later stages of their working lives would be the ideal method by



which to ascertain information on multiple role involvement and career development for 

women at various life cycle stages.

Future research may incorporate other more extensive instruments or means of data 

collection, which can obtain information related to the complex nature of role strain and 

psychological well-being, such as interviews, observation methods or outcome-related data 

(e.g., stress-related health problems, absenteeism and work performance). Also, given that 

there has been a trend toward the use of the term “occupational commitment” over “career 

commitment” in the career development literature, further research could also ascertain the 

suitability of such commitment measures for mothers with young children.

Reflected within the two studies of the current research, the main objective was to 

examine role strain, psychological well-being and career-related variables for mothers with 

young children in paid employment, in order to contribute to the work-family interface and 

the career development literature. In meeting these objectives, the present research has 

highlighted some important findings that contribute to our understanding of the effects that 

multiple role involvement has on women’s psychological health and women’s career 

development. The results of the current research demonstrated a number of implications for 

individuals, families and organisations and suggested further research would enhance our 

understanding of the two main life domains of family and work for mothers in paid 

employment.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Research Questionnaire

RESEARCH QUESTIONNAIRE FOR MOTHERS IN PAID EMPLOYMFMT

This research is evaluating employed women with child(ren) under the age of 6 years of age. Please do not 
complete this questionnaire if you are not in this category.
Please complete this questionnaire only if you are working in paid employment.

In this research the terms: ‘work’, ‘profession’, ’vocation’, and ‘job’, refer to work on either a part-time, casual 
or full-time basis for pay, profit, commission, payment in kind or without pay in a family business. The use of 
this terminology is in no way intended to detract from the recognition that women in unpaid employment are 
also working as mothers and homemakers.

The first section of this research requests that you provide some general information about yourself 
and then the questions are asking about your work and family, your career/line of work and your 
health.

Please tick where appropriate, or write your response in the space provided. If a question is not 
applicable, please write N/A next to the question. Please remember that information collected during 
the questionnaire remains strictly confidential.
Please answer ALL of the questions.

Section 1

1. Age_______years

2. What is your current relationship status? Please tick.

□ Single □ Living together (defacto) □ Divorced □ Divorced and remarried

□ Married □ Separated □ Widowed
(or defacto)

3. If in a relationship, how long have you been in your present relationship?
___________________________________________ N/A

4. How many months/years is it since you became a parent?____________________________________ __

5. How many children do you have that are six years and younger at home with you?_______(If none please
discontinue). Please state their ages?_______________________________________________________

6. If you have other children at home with you, what are their ages?________________________________

7. How many hours per week do you work on average?____________________________________________

8. How many hours per week do others care for your children (include child care, nannies, help from relatives or
partners)?______________________________________________________________

9. Do you have family/friends support, which is nearby to you? Yes_________No________
Do you use this support? Yes_________No________
Please describe______________________________________

10. Do you also study? Yes_________ No_______
If yes, how many hours per week on average do you spend in study time?________________________ _____

11. Please describe you work pattern, (eg. part-time casual, three days a week or four nights, permanent shift work
or full time days, 9-5 pm)____________________________________________________________________



12. How old was your youngest (or only) child when you returned to work?

13. If financially you did not need to work, would you still work in your job? Yes

14. What is the highest education level you have completed? Please tick.

□ Primary School □ High School-Year 12 □ University Degree, if to
(or equivalent what level?

□ High School - □ TAPE □ Other, if so please
Year 10 state
(or equivalent)

15. What is your current line of work/career field and industry?

16. How many years have you been in the workforce?

17. How many years have you been in your current line of work/career field (please include time with other 
organisations)?___________________________________________________________________

18. In what classification would your job fit? Please tick,

□ Managerial/ □ Advanced clerical work □ Advanced sales work □ □ Advanced service
Executive work
Administration

□ Professional □ Intermediate clerical □ Intermediate sales work □ Intermediate service
Work work

□ Associate □ Elementary clerical □ Elementary sales work □ Elementary service
Professional work work

□ Tradesperson □ Labourers and related
and related work work

□ Other_________ (please
specify)

19. Do you consider your work place to have “family friendly policies” e.g. flexible work hours, job sharing?
Yes__________ No_______

20. Would you consider your supervisor/line manager to be supportive of your needs to attend to family needs?
Yes__________ No_______ N/A_________

21. Does your work cause conflict with your husband/spouse? Yes______ No_____ N/A

Please go to the next section



Section 2

Please answer all questions and if you are unsure pick the closest answer. Please circle the answer 
that best describes you? If you make a mistake, can you please erase or mark an X through the 
incorrect response and then draw a circle around the correct response.

For the following questions please circle the answers that best describes you.

1= Strongly agree 2= Agree 3= About half the time 4= Disagree 5= Strongly disagree

1. After work I come home too tired to do some of the things I’d like to do

2. On the job I have so much work to do that it takes away from my personal interests

3. My family /friends dislike how often I am preoccupied with my work whilst I am at home

4. My work takes up time that I’d like to spend with family/friends

5. I’m often too tired at work because of the things I have to do at home

6. My personal demands are so great that it takes away from my work

service

7. My superiors and peers dislike how often I am preoccupied with my personal life while at 
work

8. My personal life takes up time that I’d like to spend at work

2

2

2

2

2

2

2

3

3

3

3

3

3

3

4

4

4

4

4

4

4

5

5

5

5

5

5

5

service

ervice

For the following questions please circle the answers that best describes you.

1= Always 2= Most of the time 3= Some of the time 4= Rarely 5= Never

1. I feel I have more to do than I can comfortably handle 1 2 3 4 5

d relate 2.1 wish I had more to time to do things for the family 1 2 3 4 5

3. I feel physically drained when I get home from work 1 2 3 4 5

4. I feel I don’t have enough time for myself 1 2 3 4 5

5. I feel I have to rush to get everything done each day 1 2 3 4 5

6. I feel emotionally drained when I get home from work 1 2 3 4 5

_ (Pleas

leeds?

How much internal conflict is created for you by the following combinations of roles, at this time in 
your life?

1= High 2= Above average 3= Average 4= Below average 5= Minimal/None

1. Worker versus Parent 1 2 3 4 5

2. Parent versus Spouse N/A___  1 2 3 4 5

3. Spouse versus Worker N/A____  1 2 3 4 5

4. Work versus Time /Space for self 1 2 3 4 5

5. Spouse versus Time /Space for self N/A____  1 2 3 4 5

6. Parent versus Time /Space for self 1 2 3 4 5



For the following question please circle the answer that best describes you.

1= very satisfied 2=satisfied 3= neither satisfied or dissatisfied 4= dissatisfied to some extent 
5= Very dissatisfied

1. All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life these days? 1 2 3 4 5

Please fill in the next two questions if you have a partner/spouse.

N/A_______(please tick if not applicable, that is you have no partner/ spouse)

For the following questions please circle the answers that best describes you.

1= very satisfied 2=satisfied 3= neither satisfied or dissatisfied 4= dissatisfied to some extent 
5= Very dissatisfied

1. How satisfied are you with your husband/partner’s contribution to the housework? 1 2 3 4 |

2. How satisfied are you with your husband/partner’s contribution to caring for your child (ren)? 1 2 3 4 |

For the following question please circle the answer that best describes you.

1= A lot of flexibility 2= Above average levels of flexibility 3= about half the time 4= below average levels o 
flexibility 5= No flexibility

1. How much flexibility do you have in your work schedule to handle family/personal 1 2 3 4!
responsibilities

Please go to the next section



Section 3

“A career is defined as a course of action or progress that develops throughout a lifetime, offering ODoortunity 
for promotion and advancement, versus, work or job defined as a particular employment situation” PP

The following questions ask about your CAREER FIELD in which you are currently engaged. You mav consider 
the term ‘career field’ as having the same meaning as ‘profession’, or ‘vocation’.

Do you consider yourself to have a career Yes_______ No_______ If no please go to the Section 4

If yes, what is your line of current line of work/ career field (eg. nursing, childcare, dentistry, medical 
administration etc) * 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 * 10

For the following questions in regards to your current career field please circle the answers that best
describes you.

1= Strongly agree 2= Agree 3= sometimes agree/sometimes disagree 4= Disagree 5= Strongly disagree

1. If I could go into a different career field other than my current career field, which paid the 1 2 3 4 5
same, I would probably take it?

2. I definitely want a career for myself in this career field. 1 2 3 4 5

3. If I could do it all over again, I would not choose to work in this career field.

4. If I had all the money I needed without working, I would probably still continue to work in this 
career field

5. I like this career field too well to give it up

6. This is the ideal career field for a life

7. I am disappointed that I ever entered the_____career field

8. I think about leaving the_________career field?

9.1 intend to work in a different career field?

10. I intend to stay in my present career field for some time?

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5

For the following question in regards to your spouse’s current career field please circle the answer
that best describes you.

1= Much higher priority 2= Somewhat higher priority 3= the same priority as your own career/ line of work 
4= less priority 5= Much less priority N/A______________(please tick if not applicable)

1. What do you consider to be the priority of your partner /spouse’s career compared to your 
own career?

1 2 3 4 5



Do you have a supervisor/senior staff member at work?
Yes________(please fill in next section) No________  (please skip only the next section,
questions)

For the following questions please circle the answers that best describes you.

1= Strongly agree 2= Agree to some extent 3= uncertain 4= Disagree to some extent

1. My supervisor takes the time to learn about my career goals and aspirations.

2. My supervisor cares about whether or not I achieve my career goals

3. My supervisor keeps me informed about different career opportunities in the organisation.

4. My supervisor makes sure I get the credit when I accomplish something substantial on the 
job.

5. My supervisor gives me helpful feedback about my performance.

6. My supervisor gives me helpful advice about improving my performance when I need it.

7. My supervisor supports my attempts to acquire additional training or education to further my 
career.

8. My supervisor provides assignments that give me the opportunity to develop and strengthen 
new skills.

9. My supervisor assigns me special projects that increase my visibility in the organisation.

For the following questions please circle the answers that best describes you.

1= Strongly agree 2= Agree to some extent 3= uncertain 4= Disagree to some extent

1. I am satisfied with the success I have achieved in my career field

2. I am satisfied with the progress I have made toward meeting my overall career field goals.

3. I am satisfied with progress I have made toward meeting my goals for income.

4. I am satisfied with progress I have made toward meeting my goals for advancement.

5. I am satisfied with progress I have made toward meeting my goals for the development of 
new skills.

i.e (the next 9

5= Strongly disagree

12 3 4

1 2 3 4,

1 2 3 4,

1 2 3 4,

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

12 3 4

1 2 3 4 1

5= Strongly disagree

12 3 4

1 2 3 4:

12 3 4

1 2 3 4:

12 3 4

For the following questions please circle the answers that best describes you.

The following two questions ask about your present job (which may or may not differ from your line of work 01 
career field).

1= Strongly agree 2= Agree 3= about half the time 4= Disagree 5= Strongly disagree

1. I feel that my present job will lead to future attainment of my career goals 1 2 3 4 ^

5
2. My present lob is relevant to the growth and development of my career 12 3 4

Please go to the next section
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disagrc

! 4

i 4 

i 4 

5 4

5 4

5 4

5 4

5 4

$ 4

Underline the answer that you think most closely applies to you

HAVE YOU RECENTLY:
1. been able concentrate on whatever 
you’re doing?
2. lost much sleep over worry?

3. felt that you are playing a useful part 
in things?
4. felt capable of making decisions 
about things?
5. felt constantly under strain?

6. felt you couldn’t overcome your 
difficulties?
7. been able to enjoy your normal day- 
to-day activities?
8. been able to face up to your 
problems?
9. been feeling unhappy and 
depressed?
10. been losing confidence in yourself?

11. been thinking of yourself as a 
worthless person?
12. been feeling reasonably happy, all 
things considered?

Better than 
usual

Same as usual

Not at all No more than 
usual

More so than 
usual

Same as usual

More so than 
usual

Same as usual

Not at all No more than 
usual

Not at all No more than 
usual

More so than 
usual

Same as usual

More so than 
usual

Same as usual

Not at all No more than 
usual

Not at all No more than 
usual

Not at all No more than 
usual

More so than About same as
usual usual

Less than usual Much less than 
usual

Rather more than Much more than
usual usual
Less useful than 
usual

Much less useful

Less so than 
ususl

Much less capable

Rather more than Much more than
usual usual
Rather more than Much more than
usual usual
Less so than Much less than
usual usual
Less able than 
usual

Much less able

Rather more than Much more than
usual usual
Rather more than Much more than
usual usual
Rather more than Much more than
usual usual
Less so than Much less than
usual usual

disag n

, 4 How often in the past month, have you experienced the following feelings?

I 4 1= Always 2= Most of the time 3= Some of the time 4= Rarely 5= Never

. 4 1. Confident that you could deal with your personal life

. 4 2. You were able to control the important things in your life

5 4 3. Things were going your way

4. You could not cope with all the things you had to do

5. Difficulties were piling up so high that you couldn’t overcome them.

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5

>f work THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION

4

4



Appendix B: Explanatory Letters Provided to the Child Care Centres and Participants

To the Director and Staff

Re: ‘Mothers and Employment: Role Strain. Psychological Well-Being and their Careers
Research Project. Project number: R0341

I am undertaking research under Professor Richard Hicks of Bond University investigating the impacts of work and family factors 
on women’s psychological well being and their careers. This research is for the Doctor of Psychology dissertation from the 
Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at Bond University, Gold Coast. It is hoped that the outcom 
of the study will have implications for women at individual, family, organisational and government levels by improved services, 
practices, and policies.

I wish to survey mothers who are working and not working in paid employment. Local childcare centres have been chosen as the 
ideal location to obtain the necessary information. The study involves completion of a questionnaire on work and family issues, 
health, career factors and personal details.

I am requesting your assistance in providing surveys to mothers whose children access your child care service. Upon completion o 
the survey the participants can return the survey by placing it in the sealed box marked ‘Mothers Research Project’ which is to be 
located at the reception area of the child care centre. The survey is expected to take no longer than 45 minutes to complete. I propo 
to pick up the questionnaires one week after distribution.

Participation is voluntary and participants are anonymous. The child care centres or the participants can withdraw from the study a 
any time and no reasons for withdrawing have to be provided. No identifying information is to be provided on the surveys and no 
results will be published that can identify any individual or centre. Only my supervisor and I will have access to the data, which wi 
be stored for five years as prescribed by the university regulations.

If you have any queries you could contact the Student Investigator, Karina Bradley or the Principal Investigator, Professor Richard 
Hicks on 5595 2580 at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Bond University 4229.

Should you have any complaint concerning the manner in which this research is conducted, please contact Bond University 
Research Ethics Committee, quoting the Project Number: R0341:

The Complaints Officer
Bond University Human Research Ethics Committee
Bond University Research Institute
Ground Floor
Commercial Centre
Bond University, Gold Coast, 4229.
Telephone (07) 5595 4194 Fax (07) 5595 1153
E-mail: Mignon Kendall at mignon_kendall@bond.edu.au

Yours sincerely

Karina Bradley Professor Richard Hicks
Student Investigator Principal Investigator
Signature_____________________ Signature_____________________

mailto:mignon_kendall@bond.edu.au
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Re: ‘Mothers and Employment: Role Strain, Psychological Well-Being and their Careers
Research Project. Project number: R0341

1 am undertaking research under Professor Richard Hicks of Bond University investigating the impacts of work and family factors 
on women’s psychological well being and their careers. This research is for the Doctor of Psychology dissertation from the 
Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at Bond University, Gold Coast. It is hoped that the outcomes 
of the study will have implications for women at individual, family, organisational and government levels by improved services 
practices, and policies.

I wish to survey mothers who are working and not working in paid employment The study involves completion of a questionnaire on 
work and family issues, health, career factors and personal details. The questionnaire should take no longer than 45 minutes to 
complete and your participation in this study will be greatly appreciated. Completed surveys can be returned placing them in the 
sealed box marked ‘Mothers Research Project’ which is to be located at the reception area of your child care centre. I propose to 
pick up the questionnaires one week after distribution.

Participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time from this study. Your responses are to remain anonymous, and no 
information that may disclose your identity is to be included on any part of the questionnaire. No identifying information is to be 
provided on the surveys and no results will be published that can identify any individual or child care centre. Only my supervisor 
and I will have access to the data, which will be stored for five years as prescribed by the university regulations.

If you have any queries you could contact the Student Investigator, Karina Bradley or the Principal Investigator, Professor Richard 
Hicks on 5595 2580 at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Bond University 4229.

Should you have any complaint concerning the manner in which this research is conducted, please contact Bond University 
Research Ethics Committee, quoting the Project Number: R0341:

The Complaints Officer
Bond University Human Research Ethics Committee
Bond University Research Institute
Ground Floor
Commercial Centre
Bond University, Gold Coast, 4229.
Telephone (07) 5595 4194 Fax (07) 5595 1153 
Email: Mignon Kendall: mignon_kendall@bond.edu.au

Thank you for your time and cooperation.

Karina Bradley Professor Richard Hicks
Student Investigator Principal Investigator
Signature_____________________ Signature^_____________________

mailto:mignon_kendall@bond.edu.au


Appendix C

Factor Analysis for Role Strain, Psychological Well-Being and Career-Related Measures

Tabled:

Varimax Rotation of the Five-Factor Solution

Measures Component

1 2 3 4

Overall Interference .96

Work-to-family interference .90

Role Overload .74

Family-to-work interference .69

Internal Role Conflict .59

Career Commitment .83

Career Withdrawal -.79

Expected Utility of One’s Present Job .76

Career Satisfaction .58

Perceived Stress and Coping .81

Psychological Distress .74

Global Life Satisfaction .71

Perceived Work Schedule Flexibility .80

Supervisor Support for Career .72

Note: Inspection of the Intercorrelation matrix (Table 3.3) revealed the presence of many coefficients of 0.3
and above. The value of the Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin measure exceeded the recommended value of 0.6 (Kaiser, 
1970, 1974) and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) reached statistical significance (p < .05), 
supporting the factorability of the correlation matrix.
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