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8.1  The Problem

I always feel as though I am failing in some way, as though I am cheating my children, my 
husband, and myself. The guilt is very difficult to deal with. (McElwain 2008)

As this quote from a working mother illustrates, work–family (W–F) guilt is not 
only pervasive, but it can also be extremely detrimental to the well-being of workers 
and their families. As illustrated by the following quote, there is a common percep-
tion that women are more likely to suffer from W–F guilt than men.

I do think men and women experience guilt differently. I believe…women feel more guilt 
about the work/family balance—perhaps it’s innate…perhaps it’s because of the traditional 
roles men and women have had in the home. I know my husband is sad that he doesn’t get 
to spend as much time with his family as he would like, but I don’t think he struggles with 
the same degree of guilt. (McElwain 2008)

Guilt arising from attempting to balance work and family has been a frequent topic 
of interest in the media and popular press (Bort et al. 2005; Chapman 1987), as well 
as in the organizational behavior literature. Despite this, until recently, research on 
W–F guilt has been very limited (Seagram and Daniluk 2002). In this chapter, I re-
view the empirical evidence pertaining to the intersection of gender and W–F guilt.

8.2  Definition and Conceptualizations of W–F Guilt

Most theory and research on guilt has focused on guilt in general rather than on guilt 
as it applies specifically to the W–F interface. In the general guilt literature, guilt is 
viewed as a negative emotion that arises when individuals violate their internalized 
standards about what constitutes proper behavior (Kubany 1994). Thus, when 
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individuals believe they should have thought, felt, or acted differently, it can result 
in feelings of guilt (Kubany 1994; Zahn-Waxler et al. 1990). Guilt has been concep-
tualized as consisting of a cognitive component, which consists of the recognition 
that one has harmed another; an affective component, which refers to the unpleasant 
feelings that are experienced; and a motivational component, which is the desire to 
undo the harm that has been caused (Hoffman 1982). Kubany et al. (1996) propose 
that more guilt will be experienced to the extent that individuals act in a way that 
violates their values, feel their actions are unjustified, feel responsible for what 
happened, and/or believe that they could have foreseen and prevented the outcome.

Many different definitions of W–F guilt can be found in the literature (McElwain 
and Korabik 2004). Most of them emphasize one or more of the aspects of general 
guilt discussed above. Thus, W–F guilt is often seen as resulting from having to 
make a choice between work and family (Conlin 2000; Pollock 1997), allowing 
work to interfere with family life (Glavin et al. 2011), or failing to adequately bal-
ance work and family roles (Napholz 2000). Similarly, W–F guilt has been defined 
as a discrepancy between one’s preferred and actual level of role participation at 
home versus at work (Hochwarter et al. 2007). Another view is that W–F guilt 
arises from the perceived failure to adequately fulfill prescribed gender-role norms 
(Livingston and Judge 2008; Simon 1995). Finally, some authors have speculated 
that W–F guilt stems from attempts to deal with the double standards that are placed 
on women as compared to men (Banarjee 2003; Bui 1999).

8.3  The Measurement of W–F Guilt

Research into W–F guilt has been hampered by a lack of reliable and valid mea-
surement instruments (McElwain and Korabik 2004). As a result, many studies in 
this area have been qualitative in nature. Some quantitative investigations exist, but 
mostly these have relied on single-item (e.g., “In the past seven days, how many 
days have you felt guilty?”) or multi-item measures of general guilt.

Recent meta-analytic results have demonstrated that W–F-specific support con-
structs are more strongly related to W–F conflict than are the more general con-
structs of supervisor support and perceived organizational support (Kossek et al. 
2011). It is likely that this is also the case for guilt. However, hardly any measures 
of guilt specific to the W–F context exist and many of these consist of single items 
(e.g., “I feel guilty that I don’t spend enough time with my family”).

Among the few multi-item measures that are specific to W–F guilt is the Feel-
ings of Guilt about Parenting Scale (Martinez et al. 2011). This 14-item measure 
was developed and validated in Spain. It assesses situations that could evoke guilt in 
employed parents (e.g., “Playing with my child for less time than I would like”) on a 
scale ranging from 1 = not at all guilty to 4 = very guilty. The Spanish version of the 
scale has excellent internal consistency reliability, and confirmatory factor analysis 
has indicated that it appears to be unidimensional.

Another measure is an employment-related guilt scale constructed based on 
the results of interviews and focus groups conducted in Turkey (Aycan and Eskin 
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2005). The items (e.g., “I feel guilty for not being able to spend as much time as 
I wish with my children”) are rated on a scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree 
to 5 = strongly agree. The internal consistency reliability of the English version is 
excellent. A similar employment-related guilt scale (Hochwarter et al. 2007) has 
three items (e.g., “I feel guilty about the time that I am unable to spend with my 
family due to work”) that are rated on a scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree. The measure has good internal consistency reliability.

The W–F guilt scale (WFGS; McElwain 2008; McElwain et al. 2005a) consists 
of seven items. It differs from the previously discussed measures in that, analogous 
to the W–F conflict literature, W–F guilt is viewed as being bidirectional. Thus, 
four of the items assess work interference with family guilt (e.g., “I regret not being 
around for my family as much as I would like to”) and three assess family interfer-
ence with work guilt (e.g., “I feel bad because I frequently have to take time away 
from work to deal with issues happening at home”). The items are rated on a scale 
ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree. The measure and its sub-
scales have excellent internal consistency reliability and very good test-retest reli-
ability over a 3-month interval. A confirmatory factor analysis established the exis-
tence of a two-factor structure with work interference with family guilt (WIFG) and 
family interference with work guilt (FIWG) as separate dimensions. The WFGS has 
excellent convergent and discriminant validity. The scale was included in the survey 
for Project 35351. Measurement equivalence for culture was established across all 
ten countries (Korabik and van Rhijn 2014). Measurement equivalence for gender 
has also been found for the Canadian subsample, indicating that men and women 
attribute the same meaning to the scale items (McElwain 2008).

McElwain (2008) also created a 24-item faceted version of the W–F guilt scale 
(WFGS-R). It has six subscales assessing physical, emotional, and psychological 
WIFG and FIWG. Physical W–F guilt refers to guilt from one’s inability to be 
physically present to attend to both work and family duties, e.g., “I regret miss-
ing family (work) events because of work (family) responsibilities”. Emotional 
W–F guilt refers to the negative feelings experienced due to W–F conflicts, e.g., 
“I regret when I take out my frustrations from my work (family) on my family (at 
work)”. Psychological W–F guilt refers to the psychological spillover from one 
role to the other, e.g., “I feel guilty for having my family (work) on my mind while 
at work (spending time with my family)”. Items are rated on a scale ranging from 
1 = never to 7 = always. Thus far, the WFGS-R has only been validated on a sample 
of women. Despite this, the results look very promising. The internal consistency 
reliability was excellent. A confirmatory factor analysis verified a structure with 
two higher order factors (WIFG and FIWG), each with three lower order factors 
(physical, emotional, and psychological guilt). The measure also has excellent con-

1 Project 3535 is a collaborative investigation of the W–F interface among employed married/
cohabiting parents in ten countries (i.e., Australia, Canada, China, India, Indonesia, Israel, Spain, 
Taiwan, Turkey, and the USA). The contributions of the members of the Project 3535 research 
team to this chapter are gratefully acknowledged. The team consists of: Dr. Zeynep Aycan, Dr. 
Roya Ayman, Dr. Anne Bardoel, Dr. Tripti Desai, Dr. Anat Drach-Zahavy, Dr. Leslie B. Hammer, 
Dr. Ting-Pang Huang, Dr. Karen Korabik, Dr. Donna S. Lero, Dr. Artiwadi Mawardi, Dr. Steven 
Poelmans, Dr. Ujvala Rajadhyaksha, Dr. Anit Somech, and Dr. Li Zhang.
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tent, convergent, and discriminant validity in the contexts in which it was evaluated 
(McElwain 2008). There is a high positive correlation between the WIFG subscale 
from the WFGS-R and the WIFG subscale from the WFGS; however, there is only 
a moderate positive correlation between the FIWG subscale from the WFGS-R and 
the FIWG subscale from the WFGS (McElwain 2008).

8.4  Guilt and the W–F Interface

Several studies have shown that W–F conflict and W–F guilt are interrelated. Aycan 
and Eskin (2005) found that work interference with family (WIF), but not family 
interference with work (FIW), was positively correlated with employment-related 
guilt. Similarly, data from Canada indicate that for both the WFGS and the WFGS-
R, significant positive correlations exist between the WIF and WIFG, as well as 
between the FIW and FIWG subscales. Despite this, scores on W–F guilt do not cor-
relate so highly with those on W–F conflict as to indicate redundancy between these 
constructs (Korabik and Lero 2004; McElwain 2008; McElwain et al. 2005a, b). As 
this research is correlational in nature, however, it cannot be determined whether 
W–F guilt is an antecedent or an outcome of W–F conflict.

Employment-related guilt has been found to be associated with a variety of nega-
tive consequences including time inflexibility, depression, and lower satisfaction with 
life, organizational policies, parenthood, and time spent with children (Aycan and Es-
kin 2005). Hochwarter et al. (2007) examined whether the ability to manage resources 
at work could enhance personal control and help to reduce the negative effects of 
work-induced guilt. They conducted two studies using business school students and 
public employees as participants, respectively. They found that work-induced guilt had 
detrimental effects on job and life satisfaction when individuals did not have the abil-
ity to manage resources. However, the unfavorable effects of work-related guilt on job 
and life satisfaction were neutralized when there was an ability to manage resources.

8.5  Physical Gender and W–F Guilt

Gender is a multidimensional construct consisting of physical and demographic 
gender,2 as well as a range of socialized gender-role characteristics such as gender-
role orientation, attitudes, and behaviors (Korabik et al. 2008b). The vast majority 

2 Physical gender (whether someone is, or considers themselves to be, a man or a woman) refers 
to the psychological ramifications of biological sex (whether someone is biologically male or 
female). This terminology avoids assumptions of biopsychological equivalence (equating sex and 
gender with one another) and biological essentialism (the belief that behavior is solely attributable 
to biological causes). In self-report studies, physical gender is not directly observed, rather it is 
assessed by proxy as a demographic category. For simplicity’s sake, in this chapter the term gender 
is used to refer to physical and demographic gender in contrast to the term gender-role which is 
used to refer to gender-role orientation, attitudes, ideology, etc.

AQ1
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of studies into the effects of gender on the W–F interface have focused solely on 
physical or demographic gender.

In terms of general guilt proneness, gender differences in guilt have been found 
as early as 33 months. Zahn-Waxler and Kochanska (1988) reported that preschool-
aged girls exhibited guilt-related behaviors when they either observed or committed 
a transgression. Furthermore, girls have been found to be more affected by their 
wrongdoings than boys (Kochanska et al. 2002). Many other studies have indicated 
that general guilt levels are higher in women than men (e.g., Kubany and Watson 
2003). It is believed that this may stem from the stereotype that women are more 
interpersonally sensitive than men (Zahn-Waxler et al. 1990), making them more 
vulnerable to guilt feelings (Zahn-Waxler and Kochanska 1988).

8.5.1  Qualitative Research

Most of the research on guilt as it specifically applies to the W–F interface has been 
qualitative in nature, and much of it has employed samples consisting solely of 
women. For example, Napholz (2000) interviewed eight employed Native Ameri-
can women. They were asked to offer explanations for the feelings of guilt that 
arose due to their multiple roles. One participant stated that women felt obligated to 
fix everything and felt guilty when they couldn’t handle all of the demands placed 
on them. Another respondent said that guilt had driven her to spend more time with 
her family because she constantly felt like she should be doing more. She admitted 
to being so preoccupied with guilt that she was unable to properly complete the 
tasks on which she was working. Some of the women tried to make amends for the 
guilt by being a “cool” mother or by spending more time with their children.

In another study, Elvin-Nowak (1999) examined W–F guilt in 13 working moth-
ers in Sweden. Participants’ feelings of guilt stemmed from their perceived failure in 
responsibility toward caring for others. This was due primarily to their lack of con-
trol over circumstances which resulted in their inability to balance the demands from 
their different life spheres. While the mothers felt the most guilt in regard to their 
children, they also expressed guilt feelings toward their husbands, parents, friends, 
and coworkers. For example, because these women felt that they should be respon-
sible for mothering their children, they felt guilty when delegating this to someone 
else (e.g., a babysitter). The women also reported experiencing aggression and anger 
in reaction to the burden of their guilt feelings. They tried to alleviate the guilt by 
devising strategies that would allow them to justify putting their own needs first.

Guendouzi (2006) investigated women teachers in the UK, finding that W–F 
guilt stemmed from trying to achieve an ideal balance between personal and social 
needs. In addition, she found that guilt resulted from the social pressure placed 
on mothers to be constantly available and accessible (i.e., the intensive mothering 
norm). On a related note, Seagram and Daniluk (2002) studied maternal guilt in 
eight mothers of preadolescent children. They found that the mothers felt a con-
nection or bond with their children and a sense of responsibility for their children’s 
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well-being. This manifested itself both in feeling that they needed to prepare their 
children for life’s challenges and in fearing their children might come to harm. The 
participants’ maternal guilt resulted in a sense of inadequacy and emotional deple-
tion (e.g., feelings of anger, frustration, exhaustion, and resentment).

One component of Project 3535 was to collect qualitative data. The findings 
revealed that women from a variety of countries mentioned W–F guilt during focus 
group discussions about W–F balance. These included Australia (Bardoel 2004), 
Canada (Korabik and Lero 2004; McElwain et al. 2005a), India (Desai and Ra-
jadhyaksha 2004), Indonesia (Mawardi 2004), Israel (Drach-Zahavy and Somech 
2004), Taiwan (Huang 2004), and the USA (Velgach et al. 2005). Although there 
were many similarities, women in different countries tended to emphasize some-
what different themes when speaking about what made them feel guilty. Women in 
Australia and India were most likely to report experiencing guilt due to their inabil-
ity to be superwomen (Bardoel 2004; Korabik 2005). Women in the USA mentioned 
feeling guilty about having to put their jobs before their families and their inability 
to be in two places at one time (Velgach et al. 2005). By contrast, women in India 
appeared to experience guilt more when they ignored the academic achievement of 
their children (Desai and Rajadhyaksha 2004). Women in Indonesia, Taiwan, and 
the Arab women in Israel spoke about feeling guilty for not fulfilling their tradition-
al gender roles (Korabik 2005). Four of the seven Jewish Israeli women, however, 
felt that they had moved from guilt to positive spillover as a function of their life 
stage (Drach-Zahavy and Somech 2004).

More recently, there has been recognition that fathers are not immune from expe-
riencing guilt due to having to deal with the stresses of balancing work and family 
life (Daly 2001; Martinez et al. 2011). As a result, some qualitative studies have 
included both men and women as participants. My colleagues and I obtained data 
from online focus groups with both male and female parents employed by Cana-
dian organizations (Korabik and Lero 2004; Korabik et al. 2007; McElwain et al. 
2005a, 2007). When asked if they felt W–F guilt, all participants except one man 
overwhelmingly indicated that this was a common occurrence. The majority of both 
men and women said that although they felt guilt both toward balancing their work 
roles and their family roles, the guilt was strongest in regard to their family respon-
sibilities. Moreover, respondents reported feeling more guilt about their children 
than their spouses/partners due to a greater sense of responsibility regarding the 
well-being of their children. Respondents also reported experiencing guilt when 
their coworkers made them feel that they were not “pulling their weight” at work.

The men and the women were very similar to one another both in the extent to 
which they admitted experiencing W–F guilt and in the things that made them feel 
guilty. Despite this, most participants, both men and women alike, believed that 
there were gender differences in W–F guilt, such that women were more prone to 
feelings of guilt than men. Some respondents felt that men and women experienced 
W–F guilt differently either because women were more emotionally sensitive than 
men or because women were more able to verbalize their feelings than men were. 
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Other participants felt that these gender differences stemmed from societal expecta-
tions that men and women should fulfill traditionally prescribed gender roles. Both 
men and women felt that higher expectations were put on women than on men. 
Although some men realized that they were currently “getting off easy” compared 
to women, they did worry that they might have to pay a price later in life for their 
current neglect of their families.

In another study from Canada, Daly (2001) investigated men and women in 
both dual-earner and single-parent families. The participants reported feeling guilty 
about what they were unable to do. The contradiction between their ideal aspira-
tions and the reality of their lives resulted in chronic guilt. More specifically, both 
women and men felt guilty for working too much, not spending enough time with 
their children, leaving their children with babysitters, and taking time for them-
selves. Many had given up on trying to rid themselves of the guilt and had focused 
on how to live with it.

Simon (1995) compared 40 men and women in dual-earner couples who were 
employed full-time and had a child under the age of 18 living at home. Eighty-five 
percent of the women reported feeling guilty because their work took time away 
from their families and made them feel like they were neglecting their children and 
spouses. Men, on the other hand, did not report feeling guilty or a feeling of being 
pulled in different directions. Men’s guilt appeared to stem more from their inability 
to fulfill their breadwinner role.

In summary, it appears that in many countries around the world women report 
experiencing W–F guilt. Although there are some cultural differences, their sto-
ries have many similar themes. There also seem to be few differences between the 
extent to which men and women report feeling guilty. Despite this, both men and 
women hold the stereotype that women are more prone to W–F guilt than are men.

8.5.2  Quantitative Research

The quantitative research on physical/demographic gender and W–F guilt is still 
quite sparse. In an early study with a sample of all women, Nevill and Damico 
(1977) found that those between the ages of 25 and 39 reported significantly higher 
levels of guilt due to the stress experienced from competing role demands than 
women at other ages. They suggested that because older women had older children 
who required less supervision, they were more able to pursue their individual goals 
without feeling as though they were doing so at the expense of others.

8.5.2.1  Mean Gender Differences in W–F Guilt

Among the few studies that have examined whether W–F guilt is more prevalent 
in men or women, the results have been mixed. Aycan and Eskin (2005) found 
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that women reported significantly higher levels of employment-related guilt than 
did men. However, there was still a significant relationship between W–F conflict 
and guilt for men. By contrast, Hochwarter et al. (2007) found no correlation be-
tween gender and employment-related guilt in either of their samples. Martinez 
et al. (2011) found that mothers and fathers of preschoolers in Spain were similar 
in reporting high levels of guilt on the Guilt About Parenting Scale. Both mothers 
and fathers felt guilty that they could not pay as much attention to their children as 
they wanted and because they had to delegate some parenting tasks to others. How-
ever, mothers’ guilt was more related to their fear that they were not being a “good” 
mother, whereas fathers’ guilt was more related to their conflict between their desire 
to be involved with their children and their need to be breadwinners.

Data on the WFGS from Project 3535 indicated no significant overall main effect 
for gender or gender by country interaction for either WIFG or FIWG. However, 
in the Canadian subsample men scored significantly higher than women on WIFG 
(McElwain 2008), whereas in the Israeli subsample women scored significantly 
higher than men on FIWG.

8.5.2.2  Gender Differences in How W–F Guilt Relates to Antecedents  
and Outcomes

My colleagues and I conducted research examining the antecedents and outcomes 
of W–F guilt (Korabik and McElwain 2011; Korabik et al. 2009). We collected 
data from two samples of employed parents in Canada. The first consisted of 171 
employed women who completed both the WFGS and the WFGS-R along with 
measures of antecedent (i.e., demands, W–F conflict) and outcome (e.g., satisfac-
tion, turnover intent) variables on one occasion. The second sample consisted of 
264 men and 180 women who were employed and who were married/cohabiting 
parents. They completed the WFGS and measures of the antecedent and outcome 
variables. Data on the outcome variables were also collected three months later 
from a subsample of this group (122 men and 138 women).

We carried out a variety of structural equation modeling analyses on the data 
to try to understand what was driving the effects (i.e., the gender composition of 
the sample, the version of W–F guilt scale used, or use of a cross sectional versus 
prospective design). The results can be found in Table 8.1. Column 1 displays the 
effects for the all-women sample on the WFGS-R using a cross-sectional design, 
whereas Column 2 displays the effects for the same sample and design, but using 
the WFGS as the measure. Column 3 displays the effects for the mixed gender 
sample ( N = 444) on the WFGS using a cross-sectional design. Column 4 displays 
the effects for the mixed gender subsample ( N = 260) on the WFGS using a prospec-
tive design.

As can be seen, except for the fact that higher FIWG did not significantly predict 
a lack of family satisfaction or greater psychological distress, most of the relation-
ships were significant in the expected direction. Moreover, most of the relation-
ships were consistent across samples, measures, and designs. The exception was 
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that higher WIFG did not predict lower job satisfaction or higher turnover intentions 
when a prospective design was used. This pattern of effects indicates that the gender 
composition of the sample (all women versus mixed gender) did not have an impact 
on the results. This may have been due to the fact that many extraneous factors that 
often produce spurious gender effects had been controlled (Korabik et al. 2008b). 
For example, in the mixed gender sample, the men and women were similar to one 
another in that they were all employed parents who were married/cohabiting. How-
ever, although the results appear similar for men and women, additional analyses on 
the mixed gender sample data specifically testing whether the men’s and women’s 
models differ significantly from one another are necessary before firm conclusions 
can be drawn regarding a lack of gender differences.

8.5.2.3  Gender in Context

Shields (2013) has argued that we need to move away from studying whether men 
and women are different from one another and toward studying gender in context 
or what factors accentuate or diminish gender differences. In this regard, Glavin 
et al. (2011) examined the impact of work interruptions outside of work hours. In 
their large sample of employed American adults, they found that women reported 
higher levels of general guilt than men. Moreover, among women, but not men, the 
frequency of work interruptions outside of work hours was positively correlated 

AQ2

Table 8.1  Results of analyses with different samples, measures, and designs
Results of analyses

Relationships among variables 1 2 3 4
Job demandsa → WIF conflict + + + +
Family demandsa → FIW conflict + + + +
WIF conflict → WIFG + + + +
FIW conflict → FIWG + + + +
WIF conflict → Job satisfaction − − − −
WIF conflict → Turnover intent + + + +
FIW conflict → Family satisfaction − − − −
WIFG → Job satisfaction − − − ns
WIFG → turnover intent + + + ns
FIWG → Family satisfaction ns ns ns ns
Job satisfaction → Life satisfaction + + + +
Family satisfaction → Life satisfaction + + + +
WIF conflict → Psychological distress N/A N/A + +
FIW conflict → Psychological distress N/A N/A + +
WIFG → Psychological distress N/A N/A + +
FIWG → Psychological distress N/A N/A ns ns

a Job and family demands were used as predictors only in models where turnover intent was 
the outcome variable; Column 1 = 171 women, WFGS-R, cross-sectional design; Column 2 = 171 
women, WFGS, cross-sectional design; Column 3 = 448 men and women, WFGS, cross-sectional 
design; Column 4 = 360 men and women, WFGS, prospective design
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with guilt, and guilt mediated the association between work contact outside of work 
hours and psychological distress even after W–F conflict was controlled. In a simi-
lar study, Offer and Schneider (2011) examined mothers and fathers in dual-earner 
families in the USA. They found no gender differences on their single-item family 
time guilt measure. However, for mothers, but not fathers, greater frequency of 
W–F multitasking at work and in public places was associated with more family 
time guilt. Dealing with work interruptions outside of work hours and engaging in 
W–F multitasking are circumstances that are characterized by low control coupled 
with high demands/overload. In the literature on W–F guilt, issues related to de-
mands, overload, and control have often been mentioned as being important (Aycan 
and Eskin 2005; Elvin-Nowak 1999; Hochwarter et al. 2007; Napholz 2000). Thus, 
the relationship between gender and W–F guilt may be impacted by contextual vari-
ables such as overload and control.

To address this possibility, my colleagues and I used the WFGS with samples 
of employees from the USA (Ishaya et al. 2013) and Canada (Ewles et al. 2013). 
We examined the effects of gender, work and family overload, and job and family 
control on WIFG and FIWG, respectively. For both men and women in Canada, 
higher work overload predicted higher WIFG. However, in the USA, WIF moder-
ated this relationship. A lack of job control was predictive of higher WIFG for both 
genders in the USA, but was not a significant predictor in the Canadian sample. In 
both the USA and Canada, greater family overload was related to higher WIFG for 
both genders. A lack of family control predicted higher WIFG for both genders in 
the USA, but this held true only for women in Canada. Finally, in both the USA and 
Canada, higher family overload was associated with greater FIWG for men, but 
not for women. It is difficult to reconcile the disparate findings about how gender 
interacts with overload and control to impact W–F guilt. This is because the various 
studies carried out thus far differ as to their samples, their designs, and the measures 
of W–F guilt used.

Social support has been found to help alleviate the negative effects of W–F con-
flict (Ayman and Antani 2008). Aycan and Eskin (2005) found that for women, but 
not men, supervisory support and emotional spousal support were associated with 
lower work-induced guilt. We (Ewles et al. 2014) used the WFGS to examine gen-
der differences in how received social support from work and nonwork sources was 
related to W–F guilt. Support from work-related sources (supervisors and cowork-
ers) for work-related issues was not significantly related to WIFG, but it was associ-
ated with significantly lower FIWG for those of both genders. In terms of support 
for family-related issues, when supervisors provided support for household tasks, 
men were more likely than women to report higher WIFG. By contrast, the more 
the supervisors and coworkers provided encouragement and appreciation regard-
ing the family, the lower the FIWG for both men and women. Greater support for 
work-related duties by spouses/partners, neighbors, relatives, and friends was as-
sociated with greater WIFG for both genders. Conversely, for both men and women 
there was no significant association between the support received from nonwork 
sources for work-related issues and FIWG. However, when their parents/in-laws 
provided support for both work and family issues, women were significantly more 
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likely than men to report higher WIFG. Furthermore, when they received apprecia-
tion from their spouses/partners regarding their work or family life or from their 
children regarding their family life, men reported significantly lower WIFG than 
women. Finally, for both genders, the more often children, neighbors, relatives, 
and friends listened to and discussed family-related problems, the lower the FIWG. 
These results indicated that the effects of gender and social support on W–F guilt 
are complex and depend upon the source, domain, type of support, and the direction 
of W–F guilt examined.

8.6  Gender-Role Attitudes/Ideology and W–F Guilt

Gender-role ideology (GRI) refers to the attitudes or beliefs an individual holds 
about the proper roles of men and women in society. It is generally conceptualized 
as a unidimensional construct with traditional attitudes at one pole and egalitarian 
attitudes at the other. Chappell et al. (2005) studied a small sample of dual-earner 
parents from Canada using the WFGS. They found that men with egalitarian GRI 
reported experiencing more FIWG than traditional men. Egalitarian men also re-
ported higher levels of FIWG than egalitarian women. No significant results were 
found for WIFG. The Project 3535 data, however, showed a different pattern of 
results. Those with egalitarian attitudes had lower WIFG than those with traditional 
attitudes in every country except China (where there was no significant difference) 
and Turkey (where traditionals had lower WIFG than egalitarians). For FIWG, 
those with egalitarian attitudes were also lower than those with traditional attitudes 
in every country except Spain (where there was no significant difference) and Tur-
key (where traditionals had lower FIWG than egalitarians). Over all countries, both 
men and women with egalitarian attitudes reported lower FIWG than those with 
traditional attitudes. However, for WIFG there was an interaction between gender 
and GRI such that egalitarian men scored higher than traditional men, whereas tra-
ditional women scored higher than egalitarian women.

The Project 3535 data from India, Indonesia, and Taiwan were examined by 
Rajadhyaksha et al. (2011). They established that their GRI scale had measurement 
equivalence for culture, and found no differences in the gender-role attitudes of men 
and women in each country. In structural equation models, GRI was treated as an 
antecedent variable that impacted WIFG via work overload and WIF and impacted 
FIWG via family overload and FIW. GRI predicted W–F guilt in the same way in 
each country such that more traditional GRI was associated with higher WIFG and 
FIWG.

Livingston and Judge (2008) looked at how traditional/egalitarian attitudes and 
W–F conflict were related to general guilt. They found that there was a stronger 
positive relationship between WIF and guilt for those with more egalitarian gender 
role attitudes than for those with more traditional attitudes. By contrast, there was 
a stronger positive relationship between FIW and guilt for those with traditional 
gender-role attitudes than for those with egalitarian gender-role attitudes. However, 



152 K. Korabik

there was an interaction between gender and FIW. Traditional men reported the 
highest levels of guilt and this was exacerbated when FIW was high. By contrast, 
egalitarian men reported the lowest levels of guilt, and this was particularly so when 
FIW was high. Traditional and egalitarian women reported moderate levels of guilt.

8.7  Gender-Role Orientation and W–F Guilt

Gender-role orientation refers to those personality characteristics in the instrumental/ 
agentic and expressive/communal domains that are acquired through gender-role 
socialization. McElwain et al. (2004) used the WFGS to examine W–F conflict 
and W–F guilt with respect to gender-role orientation as assessed by the Extended 
Personal Attributes Questionnaire. Participants were dual-earner employed parents 
from Canada. W–F guilt was significantly related only to the instrumentality aspect 
of gender-role orientation such that those lower in instrumentality (feminine and 
undifferentiated individuals) had higher levels of FIWG than those higher in instru-
mentality (masculine and androgynous individuals). There were no significant dif-
ferences between those in the different gender role groups in their levels of WIFG.

8.8  Summary and Critique of the Literature

Research on gender and W–F guilt is still in its infancy. Despite a tremendous in-
terest in the issue, empirical research on the subject is very limited. Mirroring the 
literature on gender and emotions (Shields 2013), the overall picture is currently 
one of few gender differences and many inconsistent results. Where differences 
have been found, results are often congruent with the stereotype of women as being 
more guilt-prone than men. What’s more, such findings have been more frequent 
when global, nonspecific measures of self-reported guilt have been used and when 
women have been sampled from the general population regardless of their employ-
ment, marital, or parental status. This may be because under such circumstances 
societal gender stereotypes are more likely to influence self-construals to produce 
stereotyped gender differences on self-reports about emotions (Shields 2013).

Research in this area may also be characterized by a lack of meaningful and 
consistent results because it suffers from a number of other methodological limita-
tions. First, many studies on W–F guilt have employed qualitative methodologies, 
and most of these have used samples comprised solely of women. Not only can 
conclusions about gender differences not be drawn from such data, but an implicit 
assumption behind such research is that W–F guilt is a woman’s problem that does 
not pertain to men.

Second, when comparative research has been carried out, it has consisted al-
most exclusively of atheoretical studies of physical/demographic gender. This is 
particularly problematic when it pertains to gender and emotions. If a theoretical 
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reason for why gender differences exist is not provided, the categories of man/wom-
an can become reified and used as the explanation (Shields 2013). Moreover, this 
can produce conceptual confusion and result in physical gender being employed 
as a proxy for some other variable, something that introduces confounds into the 
research (Korabik et al. 2008b). For example, physical gender is frequently used 
as a proxy for gender role variables like gender-role orientation. In this case, find-
ings regarding W–F guilt can be mistakenly attributed to whether someone is a 
man or woman instead of to the degree of instrumentality and expressivity in their 
personality. Moreover, in our society, physical gender is a status marker. Because 
of this, when research fails to control for status-related variables (e.g., job level), 
differences in W–F guilt may be mistakenly attributed to whether someone is a man 
or a woman rather than to gender-related status differences (Korabik et al. 2008b).

A third problem is that W–F guilt has often been assessed with one-item mea-
sures of unsupported reliability and validity or with measures of general guilt, 
which are only moderately correlated with W–F specific measures like the WFGS 
(McElwain 2008). Fourth, a wide variety of different operationalizations, measures, 
samples, and designs have been used, making it very difficult to compare the results 
of different studies to one another.

8.9  Future Directions

Clearly, much more research on the topic of gender and W–F guilt is necessary. This 
should include studies that focus not only on physical gender, but also on gender 
role constructs. Researchers should be careful to articulate their theory about why 
they expect gender differences to exist and to use gender-related constructs that are 
appropriate to the underlying processes that they are studying (i.e., intrapsychic, 
interpersonal, or social structural) (Korabik et al. 2008b). In addition, more atten-
tion needs to be paid to making sure that confounding variables are controlled and 
to examining gender in context (Korabik et al. 2008b; Shields 2013).

Future research should employ multi-item bidirectional measures created spe-
cifically to assess W–F guilt. For example, the WFGS has been shown to be psy-
chometrically sound and to evidence measurement equivalence across a number of 
cultures. It is also essential to establish the measurement equivalence for gender of 
any W–F guilt measure before going on to draw any conclusions regarding gender 
differences. If this is not done, any differences found may be due to the different 
meaning that men and women attribute to the scale items rather than to actual gen-
der differences.

Thus far, most quantitative research on gender and W–F guilt has been corre-
lational in nature, making it impossible to draw strong inferences about causality. 
Furthermore, W–F guilt has been variously conceptualized as an antecedent to W–F 
conflict, as an outcome of W–F conflict, and as a mediator of the relationships be-
tween WIF and FIW and outcomes. Longitudinal data is necessary to understand the 
place of W–F guilt in the larger context of the W–F interface.

AQ3

AQ4

AQ5

AQ6



154 K. Korabik

8.10  Conclusion

W–F guilt is frequently discussed in the literature on W–F conflict as being an im-
portant phenomenon. Gender-related effects in this area appear to be complex and 
dependent upon participant characteristics (e.g., marital, parental, and employment 
status), culture, and the direction of W–F guilt assessed (WIFG versus FIWG). In 
addition, it appears that variables such as the degree of control, overload, and social 
support in the work and family domains may be important moderators.

When it comes to gender, it is crucial that we do not fall into the traps of viewing 
W–F guilt as primarily a woman’s concern or of accepting gender-related stereo-
types as reality (Shields 2013). In addition, it is important not to overgeneralize 
results so as to emphasize between-gender differences at the expense of within-gen-
der variability (Shields 2013). For example, we must recognize that not all mothers 
are the same, nor are all fathers, and that many different types of families exist. 
Likewise, the potential impact of race and culture cannot be underestimated.

Dealing with the combined pressures of work and family is a major issue for 
employees in today’s global workforce (Korabik et al. 2008a). The ensuing stress 
can result in W–F guilt, a negative emotional state that is associated with a variety 
of consequences detrimental to individual workers as well as to their organizations, 
including decreased job and life satisfaction and increased psychological distress, 
depression, and turnover intentions. Understanding what makes people feel guilty, 
why they feel guilty, under what circumstances they feel guilty, and the gender dy-
namics underlying these processes will assist us in designing interventions that will 
improve the well-being of individual workers and the bottom line of organizations.
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