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Abstract
In the present study we aimed to investigate the role of social support, particularly emotional support, on work-family conflict
(WFC) and employment-related guilt among employed mothers. Achieving an optimal work-family balance is difficult, espe-
cially for employed mothers with young children. Previous research has found support to be a key factor in helping to alleviate
conflict. However, determining which types of support are most beneficial is an important issue to be investigated. Using path
analysis, we examined the effect of three sources of social support—emotional spousal support, emotional supervisory support,
and instrumental spousal support—on WFC and employment-related guilt. Voluntary domestic support, paid domestic support,
and number of children were control variables. Data were collected from 201 employed Turkish mothers who have at least one
child below the age of 10. Participants were between 25 and 47 years-old (M = 33.6, SD = 4.4). Spousal and supervisory
emotional support were significant predictors of WFC for employed mothers. Moreover, supervisory support was a significant
predictor of employment-related guilt. Implications of the results are discussed with reference to cultural context, and recom-
mendations are provided for professionals in the field.
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Because household responsibilities are often a Bsecond shift^
for employed mothers who remain largely responsible for
childcare and household chores (Bianchi et al. 2000), achiev-
ing an optimal balance between work and family can be dif-
ficult for employed mothers with young children. Work-
family conflict (WFC) occurs when a person’s work-related
responsibilities interfere with their family-related responsibil-
ities, whereas family-work conflict (FWC) occurs when a per-
son’s family-related responsibilities interfere with their work-

related responsibilities (Galovan et al. 2010). Married people
experience more FWC compared to single people (Herman
and Gyllstrom 1977). Additionally, demanding work (Ollo-
López and Goñi-Legaz 2017), having a child or a baby
(Beutell and Greenhaus 1980; Greenhaus and Kopelman
1981), and living in a large family are associated with in-
creased FWC (Cartwright 1978; Keith and Schafer 1980).
Women experience more WFC and FWC compared to men
(Koura et al. 2017; Van Daalen et al. 2006; Voydanoff 2004;
Williams and Alliger 1994), and the experience of WFC may
lead to feelings of employment-related guilt (Holcomb 1998).

Social support, both at home and in the workplace, is key in
helping mothers to overcome work-family conflict. With sup-
port, employed mothers feel better able to balance work and
family roles. However, not all forms of support are equal.
According to Hobfoll’s (1989) conservation of resources the-
ory, social support is beneficial only when it is relevant to
situational needs. Hobfoll states that Bpeople strive to retain,
protect and build resources and that what is threatening to
them is the potential or actual loss of these valued resources^
(p. 516). Support comes from different sources including from
family or from within the workplace, and it is important to
explore the differential effects of each on WFC and FWC.
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Previous research has shown that various forms of social sup-
port are related to WFC, including spousal support (Adams
et al. 1996; Aycan and Eskin 2005; Ely et al. 2014), family
support (Blanch and Aluja 2012), paid domestic support
(Spector et al. 2007), and organizational support (Alison
2009; Dutton et al. 1994; Golden-Biddle and Rao 1997).
Although previous studies have highlighted the different types
of support and their relationships with work family conflict,
few have directly compared these types of support. Further,
emotional and instrumental support have not always been dis-
tinguished in previous studies (Adams et al. 1996).

Studies show that women provide more emotional sup-
port compared to men (Reis 1998), which suggests that
women married to men may receive less emotional support
than other sources of support. Emotional spousal support
has shown to be a predictor of well-being (Biehle and
Mickelson 2012; Thoits 1995) and WFC (e.g., Michel
et al. 2011). Even in countries which support the employ-
ment of women and favor gender equality, women are ex-
pected to take on more of the household and childcare
duties (Hagqvist et al. 2017). Moreover, women who adopt
more traditional gender roles, such as women in Turkey,
are more likely to believe that home care and childcare are
their own responsibilities. Thus, a lack of spousal emotion-
al support could be a key factor leading to higher stress,
perceptions of greater WFC, and negative emotions such as
guilt. Additionally, when emotional support is lacking at
home, we would further expect a lack of emotional super-
visor support to affect employed mothers’ experiences of
WFC, FWC and employment-related guilt. In the present
study, we examine the effect of three types of support:
emotional spousal, instrumental spousal, and emotional su-
pervisory on WFC, FWC and employment-related guilt of
employed mothers who have at least one child below the
age of 10. In line with the theory of conservation of re-
sources, we hypothesize that, for employed Turkish
mothers, emotional support will be more effective in alle-
viating WFC compared to the other forms of support.

We also examine the influence of other types of domestic
support including paid and voluntary domestic support.
Results of previous research on the effects of paid and volun-
tary domestic support on WFC are contradictory (Luk and
Shaffer 2002; Spector et al. 2004, 2007), and to the best of
our knowledge the effect of different types of domestic sup-
port on feelings of employment-related guilt has not been
investigated. When mothers have support at home, we would
expect lower FWC. However, they may also experience
higher guilt due to having to ask others (e.g., their parents)
for help. In addition, the societal expectation that mothers
should be with their children for a long period (Guendouzi
2006) may cause mothers who receive domestic help to feel
that they are failing to meet the demands of society, leading to
feelings of guilt.

The contributions of our paper to the current literature are
twofold. First, we expand theoretically and empirically on our
understanding of the effect of emotional support on employed
mothers’ experiences of WFC and guilt. The importance of
social support for dealing with WFC has been documented in
multiple studies, however it is not known whether emotional
support is more beneficial for employed mothers compared to
instrumental support. Second, our research gives us the oppor-
tunity to compare other forms of support at home, including
voluntary domestic support and paid support. In countries
with more collectivist cultures, such as Turkey, mothers re-
ceive domestic support from their parents, however, the dif-
ferential effects of voluntary or paid support on employment-
related guilt has not been investigated.

Gender Roles in Turkey

Studies of WFC show clear cross-cultural differences based
on the gender roles associated within a culture. Ollo-López
and Goñi-Legaz (2017) showed that perceptions of work-
family relationships vary across cultures. In Turkey, mothers
have more expressive roles defined as Bproviding more emo-
tional support to spouse, the children, the grandparents, keep-
ing the family united, maintaining a pleasant environment…^
(Ataca 2009, p.117) and more childcare roles compared to
fathers (Ataca 2009), meaning that they have more household
responsibilities. Although intrafamily relations have become
more equalitarian in recent years, as exemplified by increased
shared decision making, communication and/or role sharing
between women and their spouses (Ataca and Sunar 1999),
stereotypes relating to household responsibilities persist
(Günay and Bener 2011; Imamoğlu 1991). Even when men
take on more responsibility at home, woman retain their per-
ceptions about traditional gender roles (Eken 2006).
According to the study by Ollo-López and Goñi-Legaz
(2017), Turkey is one of the least egalitarian countries among
16 European countries. In a highly egalitarian society women
have more opportunities to enter the labor market, and the
roles allocated to men and women are less distinct.
However, Turkey can be characterized as a country with a
more traditional gendered division of work.

Support and Work-Family Conflict

Support has been shown to be a key factor in helping individ-
uals to deal with work-family conflict (Ferguson et al. 2012;
Lapierre and Allen 2006; Michel et al. 2010; Pluut et al. 2018;
Spector et al. 2007). For employed mothers, support at home
includes spousal support, paid domestic support, and voluntary
domestic support. Employed women with younger children
will bemore likely to hire professional help or to seek voluntary
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domestic support (e.g., from their parents). Voluntary support
has previously been studied in the context of elder domestic
support, defined as support from the parents of either partner
(Lu et al. 2009). Previous research shows that support from
other family members is related to WFC and FWC (Lu et al.
2009; Spector et al. 2004). Domestic support is more common
in collectivist cultures (Spector et al. 2004) because people
living in collectivist cultures are closer to their extended family
members (Kagitcibasi 2005), making it easier to obtain domes-
tic support. For example, in Turkey it is common to seek do-
mestic help frommothers or mothers-in-law. Although research
into voluntary domestic support is lacking, a few studies have
shown that elder domestic help is negatively related to both
types of WFC (Lu et al. 2009; Spector et al. 2004).

Another source of support which may lessen WFC is paid
domestic help (Spector et al. 2004) in which women hire
someone to support them at home and with childcare. In
their study, Spector et al. (2004) found that although elder
domestic help was negatively related to both types of WFC,
paid domestic help was not related to WFC. Moreover, Luk
and Shaffer (2002) showed that although paid domestic help
was related to a decrease in family role demands, it was not
related to FWC and WFC. Similarly, in their study Spector
et al. (2007) found weak correlations between paid support
and WFC. Although studies comparing voluntary support
and paid support have produced conflicting results, we expect-
ed that domestic support would decrease household and
childcare demands which would in turn reduce feelings of
WFC and FWC. Thus we hypothesized that employed
mothers who receive paid or voluntary domestic support will
experience lower WFC and FWC compared to mothers with
no domestic support (Hypothesis 1).

Ely et al. (2014) highlighted the importance of spousal
support for women who have a career plan. Studies have
shown that wives whose spouses are supportive and under-
standing are more motivated and confident (Lu et al. 2009).
Spousal support is not only important for marital satisfaction
(Acitelli and Antonucci 1994; Chong and Mickelson 2016;
Husaini et al. 1982) but also for health outcomes (Kiran
et al. 2003; Tanaka and Lowry 2013). More generally, support
from a partner protects married people from high levels of
FWC (Berkowitz and Perkins 1984; Holahan and Gilbert
1979; Rosin 1990). Support can either be instrumental or emo-
tional (Adams et al. 1996). Whereas emotional support in-
cludes features such as showing empathy, love, thoughtful-
ness, understanding, and the offering of advice, instrumental
support is briefly summarized as help with childcare and do-
mestic work (Aryee et al. 1999; Burke and Greenglass 1999).
Emotional support increases feelings of satisfaction both at
home and at work whereas instrumental support decreases
the load of family responsibilities (Parasuraman et al. 1996).

Emotional support has also been found to be an important
predictor of well-being (Biehle and Mickelson 2012; Heffner

et al. 2004; Thoits 1995). Although wives provide more emo-
tional support than their husbands do (Vinokur and Vinokur-
Kaplan 1990), they also receive less support than their hus-
bands do (Allen et al. 1999; Spitze and Ward 2000; Yedirir
and Hamarta 2015). Further, emotional support, compared to
instrumental support, is a stronger predictor of additional var-
iables such as marital satisfaction (Leggett et al. 2012; Yedirir
and Hamarta 2015). In line with these findings, we hypothe-
sized that both emotional spousal support and instrumental
spousal support will be related to WFC and FWC. However,
we expected emotional spousal support to be a stronger pre-
dictor of WFC and FWC than instrumental spousal support.
Specifically, we predicted that employed mothers who report
receiving more emotional and instrumental spousal support
will experience lower WFC and FWC (Hypothesis 2a) and
that emotional spousal support will be more important in re-
ducing WFC and FWC compared to instrumental spousal
support (Hypothesis 2b).

Finally, supervisory support is the main source of support
in the workplace. Supervisors have an important role in min-
imizing the negative impact of work-family conflict
(O'Driscoll et al. 2003), reducing stress and role conflict and
enhancing family functioning (Campbell-Clark 2001).
Employees perceive organizational support when their super-
visors show supportive behaviors (Dutton et al. 1994; Golden-
Biddle and Rao 1997). Within the workplace, emotional su-
pervisory support refers to empathic concern for the well-
being of the employee and his or her family (Adams et al.
1996; Eby et al. 2005; Frone et al. 1997). Effective supervi-
sory support includes the fostering of an environment in
which employees’ family roles are acknowledged (Adkins
and Premeaux 2012).

In a study of working parents, supervision was the second
most important factor related to the quality of family life
after a pay increase (Galinsky and Hughes 1987). Previous
research showed that support from managers reduces stress,
minimizes work-family problems, and positively influences
family functioning (Burke 1988; Galinsky and Stein 1990;
Greenhaus et al. 1987; Merton 1957; Repetti 1987).
Supervisory support increases retention of employees deal-
ing with high WFC (Chenot et al. 2009); it is a predictor of
WFC (Beutell 2010); and it also predicts marital love, de-
pressive symptoms, conflict and role overload (Ransford
et al. 2008). Previous studies showed that women provide
more emotional support compared to men (Reis 1998),
which would increase their need for emotional support not
only at home but also in the workplace. Whereas men’s
well-being is mainly related to spousal support, supervisory
support for women is also important for women’s well-being
(Greenberger and O’Neil 1993). Thus we expected that
employed mothers who report receiving more emotional su-
pervisory support will also experience lower WFC and FWC
(Hypothesis 3).
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Employment-Related Guilt

Research suggests that working mothers who experience WFC
may feel guilty when they feel that this conflict violates a social
standard (Holcomb 1998; Piotrkowski and Repetti 1984).
Although several outcomes relating to WFC have been ex-
plored, such as burnout (Jun et al. 2017; Pu et al. 2017), job
and family satisfaction, and commitment (Carlson et al. 2009),
few studies have explored negative emotions resulting from
WFC. It is important to examine negative emotions because they
may act as a mediator between WFC and individuals’ attitudes.

Employment-related guilt is one such negative emotion
rarely studied in relation to WFC (Aycan and Eskin 2005;
Judge et al. 2006).Guilt is defined as an emotional state which
arises frommisperceptions of actions and intentions (Martínez
et al. 2011). Fear of violating social norms related to gender
roles can lead to feelings of guilt (Morgan and King 2012).
According to traditional gender roles, women, especially
mothers, are expected to be warm and nurturing (Eagly et al.
2000) and to take on more responsibility at home in order to
provide a stable family environment (Gutek et al. 1981). Even
when mothers seek employment to contribute to household
earnings, expectations of women’s responsibilities at home
are maintained (Gutek et al. 1991). To satisfy these expecta-
tions, mothers accept more responsibility for housekeeping
(Major 1993) and childrearing (Bianchi et al. 2000). These
expectations and the notion of being a good mother are endur-
ing social concepts which can be difficult to overcome
(McMahon 1995). Popular culture and the media portrays
mothers as fundamental to the permanence of family life
(Kaplan 1992), supporting the ideal of motherhood at home
(Cheal 1991).

Additional questions relating to the quality of care and
amount of time spent with children are debated (Guendouzi
2006). Although some studies claim that the quality of
childcare is most important, there is still a stigma surrounding
working mothers and the care of children (Zimmerman et al.
2001). It is not surprising then that working mothers have
feelings of guilt (Guendouzi 2006; Mickelson et al. 2013).
Employed mothers feel guilty when they perceive that their
work life negatively impacts their family life, particularly if it
negatively affects their children and if they have to leave their
children with a caregiver in order to go to work.

In addition to expectations of family life, there are also
expectations of work life. These expectations place a high
demand on the time and energy of working mothers
(Bianchi et al. 2006). In other words, the expectations placed
on mothers at home and in the workplace, combined with the
limited time and resources that women have to dedicate to
meeting these expectations, may lead to feelings of guilt for
working mothers (Bianchi et al. 2006). Along with WFC,
employment-related guilt may be experienced due to noncon-
formity to traditional gender role expectations (Borelli et al.

2014). It was found that working mothers have high levels of
work-family guilt compared to working fathers (Borelli et al.
2014).

In the present study then, we expected that mothers who
experience WFC will have higher employment-related guilt.
Mothers who report high WFC will struggle more with the
demands of family because of the high demands at work.
Receiving social support will be important. We expected that
emotional support both at home and in the workplace would
decrease employment-related guilt. When mothers feel that
they are unable to fulfill their household duties, social support,
including empathic understanding, would reduce these per-
ceptions of failure, and thus decrease feelings of
employment-related guilt. Thus we proposed three additional
hypotheses: (a) that mothers who report receiving more emo-
tional spousal support, instrumental spousal support, and emo-
tional supervisory support will have lower employment-
related guilt (Hypothesis 4), (b) that employed mothers who
experience higher WFC will have higher employment-related
guilt (Hypothesis 5), and (c) that employed mothers who re-
ceive paid and voluntary domestic support will experience
lower employment-related guilt compared to mothers with
no domestic support (Hypothesis 6).

Previous studies have also shown a positive association
between the number of children an individual has and WFC
(Grzywacz and Marks 2000; Lambert et al. 2006). However,
Okonkwo (2014) found no significant association between the
two variables, and this non-finding was explained in line with
traditional gender roles in Nigeria. In a sample of American
employees, Adkins and Premeaux (2012) found a positive
association between number of children and WFC. Given that
the role played by number of children is unclear, we controlled
for it in our models.

Overall then, the combined hypotheses and the conceptual
model to be tested are summarized as follows: Emotional
spousal support, instrumental spousal support, and emotional
supervisory support are related to work-family conflict,
family-work conflict, and employment-related guilt.
Furthermore, WFC is related to employment-related guilt
while voluntary domestic support, paid domestic support,
and number of children are controlled for in the model.

Method

Participants

Fully 201 employed mothers living in Turkey participated in
our study. Participants were between 25 and 47 years-old
(M = 33.6, SD = 4.4). A majority (n = 135, 67%) of the
mothers had a university degree, 18% (n = 37) had a post
education degree, and 14% (n = 29) had a high school degree.
More than half the participants were working in private
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organizations (n = 123, 61%). Fully 67% (n = 135) of the par-
ticipants had 1 child, 29% (n = 58) had two children, and 4%
(n = 8) had three or more children. One-quarter (n = 50) of the
participants had worked for more than 10 years in the same
organization, 30% (n = 61) for 6–10 years and 35% (n = 70)
for 1–5 years. One in five (n = 40) mothers reported receiving
paid domestic support whereas 35% (n = 71) received volun-
tary domestic support from family members.

Procedure and Measures

Data were collected from employed mothers living in
Istanbul, one of the largest industrialized cities in Turkey.
Participants were employed married women who had at least
one child below the age of 10 living at home. The age of a
child in a family is an important determinant of feelings of
WFC. Studies have shown that there is a negative relationship
between the age of a child and WFC (Frone and Yardley
1996). Employees who had a child below the age of 6 reported
higher WFC compared to employees with an adolescent be-
tween the ages of 13 and 18 (Bennett et al. 2017). Children
who are younger than 10 require more care and guidance
because they are too young to be left alone at home and are
still in elementary school. Participants working in public or
private companies were asked to complete a 15 min online
survey. Participants were recruited through snowball sampling
in which recruitment emails were sent directly to personal
contacts who were then asked to forward the invitation to their
network. The survey was hosted by Survey Monkey, and all
data were sent to and stored on this server. Prior to data col-
lection, approval from the Institutional Review Board at
Bahcesehir University was given, and all participants provid-
ed informed consent prior to participating in the study.

Demographics

Participants were asked to indicate their age, marital status,
organizational tenure, type of organization (private/ public),
the number of children they have, the age of their children, and
other types of support received (voluntary or paid domestic
support).

Work-Family Conflict

A ten-item scale developed by Netemeyer et al. (1996), and
standardized by Aycan and Eskin (2005), was used to measure
work-family conflict. The scale contains five items which
measure family-to-work conflict and five items which mea-
sure work-to-family conflict. Sample items include: BThe
amount of time my job takes up makes it difficult to fulfill
family responsibilities^ (WFC) and BI have to put off doing
things at work because of demands on my time at home^
(FWC). Responses were made using a 5-point Liker-type

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree),
with higher summed scores indicating greater feelings of con-
flict. For the present sample, the internal consistency of the
WFC scale was .92 and of the FWC scale was .90.

Employment-Related Guilt

Feelings of guilt due to working (and, therefore, not being able
to spend as much time with family) was measured by using a
scale developed by Aycan and Eskin (2005). Sample items of
the scale include: BI feel guilty for going to work and leaving
my children every day^ and BI feel guilty for not being able to
spend as much time as I wish with my children.^ Responses
were given using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and they were summed so that
higher scores indicate greater levels of perceived guilt.
Cronbach’s alpha was .91 in our study.

Supervisor Support

Three items, developed by Campbell-Clark (2001), were used
to measure employees’ perceived supervisor support in the
workplace. This scale measures emotional supervisor support;
the three items are: BMy supervisor understands my family
demands,^ BMy supervisor listens when I talk about my
family,^ and BMy supervisor acknowledges that I have obli-
gations as a family member.^ Ratings were made on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree) and then summed so that higher scores indicate stron-
ger supervisor support. Cronbach’s alpha was .92 in the pres-
ent study.

Spousal Support

Spousal support was measured with the 44-item Family
Support Inventory developed by King et al. (1995). This scale
has two subscales: an Emotional Sustenance subscale
consisting of 29 items and an Instrumental Assistance sub-
scale consisting of 15 items. Emotional sustenance includes
behaviors and attitudes which provide encouragement, under-
standing, and attention toward the spouses, and instrumental
assistance includes behaviors and attitudes aimed at assisting
daily family/household operations. Responses were given
using a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree). The scale was adapted to the Turkish lan-
guage by Aycan and Eskin (2005). Sample items of the scale
include: BWhen I succeed at work, my spouse shows that he is
proud of me^ and BWhen something at work is bothering me,
my spouse shows he understands how I’m feeling.^ The in-
ternal consistency of the emotional sustenance scale was .97
and of the instrumental assistance was .92 for the present
sample. Items for each subscale were summed such that
higher scores on each reflect greater levels of spousal support.
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The order of measures in the survey parallel their order of
presentation here.

Results

Means, standard deviations, reliabilities, and correlations for
the measured variables are shown in Table 1. WFC was neg-
atively correlated with emotional spousal support and super-
visor support as well as positively correlated with
employment-related guilt. On the other hand, FWC was neg-
atively correlated with emotional spousal support, instrumen-
tal spousal support, and supervisory support as well as posi-
tively correlated with employment-related guilt. Finally, the
number of children was found to relate only to employment-
related guilt (see Table 1), but this correlation was negative. In
other words, mothers with more children reported lower
employment-related guilt. Although a significant correlation
was found between the two variables, the proportion of par-
ticipants who had three children was only 4%, while 67% of
the participants had one child, so the groups were unbalanced.

We examined differences between mothers who were re-
ceiving paid domestic support (n = 40), voluntary domestic
support (n = 71), and no support (n = 90) in terms of their
experiences of WFC, FWC, and employment-related guilt
using a MANOVA. A test of the homogeneity of variances
was not significant (p = .42). Results showed no significant
difference in WFC (Mpaid = 14.8, SD = 4.4; Mvol = 15.5,
SD = 4.9; Mnone = 14.9, SD = 4.7) and FWC (Mpaid = 11.1,
SD = 3.8; Mvol = 11.4, SD = 4.1; Mnone = 12.5, SD = 4.6)
across the three groups, F(2,198) = 6.44, p < .01. Therefore,
Hypothesis 1, which predicted that mothers with these sup-
ports would experience lower WFC and FWC than would
mothers without supports, was rejected.

In order to test our proposed model, we conducted a path
analysis using AMOS 21.0. Moreover, in other multivariate

procedures, hypothesis testing is more difficult compared to
SEM (Byrne 2001). Thus, by using this analysis we were able
to include latent variables in the model and test the impact of
one variable on the others by modeling causal direction. In the
model, emotional spousal support, instrumental spousal sup-
port, and emotional supervisor support were tested as predic-
tors of WFC, FWC and employment-related guilt while two
types of domestic support (voluntary domestic support and
paid domestic support) and number of children were included
as control variables.

Composite scores for each variable were used in our model.
Model fit was assessed using several fit indices as suggested
by Bentler (1990) and Kline (1998). The goodness of fit indi-
ces suggested that the data fit the tested model well: χ2 = 4.49,
χ2/df = 1.49, p = .21, GFI = .99, CFI = .99, and RMSEA = .05.
However, not all estimated paths were significant (see
Table 2). According to the results, emotional spousal support
was a significant predictor both for WFC and FWC, but in-
strumental spousal support was not. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a,
which predicted that greater support would be related to less
WFC and FWC, was supported for emotional but not for
instrumental support, indicating that emotional support is
more important than instrumental support in line with
Hypothesis 2b. In addition, emotional supervisory support
was a significant predictor of bothWFC and FWC, supporting
Hypothesis 3 (see Table 2).

Turning to Hypotheses 4–6, which brought in women’s
reported guilt, emotional supervisory support and WFC were
significant predictors of employment-related guilt, which sup-
ported Hypothesis 5 and partially supported Hypothesis 4 (see
Table 2). However, both forms of spousal support were not
related to women’s reported guilt, unlike the positive relation-
ships we predicted in Hypothesis 4. In sum and in line with
our expectations, emotional support from both spouse and
supervisor were significant predictors of WFC and FWC for
employed mothers even when controlling for voluntary and

Table 1 Descriptive statistics, reliabilities, and correlations among study variables (n = 201)

Correlations

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Work-family conflict 15.07 4.71 (.91)

2. Family-work conflict 11.84 4.26 .55*** (.88)

3. Emotional spousal support 108.92 21.65 −.17* −.25*** (.96)

4. Instrumental spousal support 49.80 12.65 −.04 −.17* .65*** (.92)

5. Supervisor support 10.22 3.46 −.20** −.18* .14* .06 (.92)

6. Employment-related guilt 26.66 8.69 .37*** .23** −.21** −.10 −.30*** (.91)

7. Number of children 1.36 .56 −.09 .05 −.09 −.11 −.04 −.20**

Cronbach’s alphas are reported in parentheses along the diagonal of the correlation matrix

* p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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paid domestic support and number of children. Additionally,
mothers who experienced supervisory support had lower
employment-related guilt.

Results of an one-way MANOVA showed a significant dif-
ference in the experience of employment-related guilt across the
three groups (mothers who received paid domestic support, vol-
untary domestic support, and no support), F(2,198) = 6.44,
p = .002, ƞρ

2 = .061. Contrary to our expectations post-hoc com-
parisons showed that (p = .001, d = .73) mothers who receive
voluntary domestic support reported higher employment-related
guilt (M= 28.69, SD = 8.02) compared to mothers who receive
paid domestic support (M = 22.70, SD = 8.31). Additionally,
mothers who receive no domestic support reported higher
employment-related guilt (M = 26.82, SD = 8.84, p = .03,
d = .48) compared to mothers who receive paid domestic sup-
port. In sum, womenwho reported having paid domestic support
reported lower levels of guilt compared to women with no sup-
port and voluntary support.

Discussion

Work-family conflict is an important source of stress which is
related to physical and psychological ill-health (Bacharach
et al. 1991; Burke 1988; Frone et al. 1992; Livingston and
Judge 2008). In recent years researchers have explored possi-
ble predictors of WFC in order to reduce experiences of con-
flict among employed parents, with a particular aim to protect
mental health and increase positive work-related outcomes. In
a study by Ollo-López and Goñi-Legaz (2017), Turkey was
one of the top countries for reports of WFC among 16
European countries, and women experience higher WFC
compared to men (Aycan and Eskin 2005).

Studies have revealed that social support is key in helping
mothers to deal with WFC. However, sources of support vary
in their effectiveness. The present study aimed to explore the

effectiveness of different types of support for reducing WFC
and employment-related guilt among mothers working in
Turkey. Results revealed that emotional support, from both
spouses and supervisors, were important for decreasing both
WFC and FWC. By using Hobfoll’s (1989) conservation of
resources theory, we can conclude that for mothers in Turkey
emotional support is more of a need compared to instrumental
support when they deal with work and family demands.

Differences between instrumental and emotional support
were also shown in previous studies (Ganster et al. 1986;
LaRocco et al. 1980). For example, Kaufmann and Beehr
(1989) found that instrumental support and emotional support
were differentially related to depression, boredom, and job
satisfaction. Similarly, in a study by Yedirir and Hamarta
(2015) emotional spousal support was found to be a stronger
predictor of marital satisfaction in Turkish couples than instru-
mental support. Moreover, emotional spousal support was a
stronger predictor of marital well-being and feelings of marital
burnout compared to instrumental spousal support (Erickson
1993). Although instrumental support helps individuals to deal
with the demands of the family role, emotional support boosts
feelings of self-efficacy (Parasuraman et al. 1996). Parasuraman
et al. (1996) suggested that instrumental support provides indi-
viduals with more time for their work role whereas emotional
support changes one’s perceptions of the severity of WFC. It is
known that women provide more emotional support (Vinokur
and Vinokur-Kaplan 1990) but receive less (Yedirir and
Hamarta 2015). Thus, emotional support can be perceived as
a loss which would be threatening for women from the perspec-
tive of Hobfoll (1989). Thus, our results support findings from
previous research showing that when employed mothers re-
ceive emotional support, they perceive lower levels of WFC
and FWC and feel more able to deal with the demands of work
and home (Parasuraman et al. 1996).

Emotional supervisory support was also tested in our mod-
el as a predictor ofWFC, FWC, and employment-related guilt.

Table 2 Path coefficients of the
relationships among key variables Standardized coefficients SE

Emotional spousal support → work-family conflict −.22* .02

Emotional spousal support → family-work conflict −.20* .02

Emotional spousal support → employment-related guilt −.14 .03

Instrumental spousal support → work-family conflict .09 .03

Instrumental spousal support → family-work conflict −.02 .03

Instrumental spousal support → employment-related guilt −.03 .06

Supervisory support → work-family conflict −.17* .09

Supervisory support → family-work conflict −.14* .08

Supervisory support → employment-related guilt −.19** .16

Work-family conflict → employment-related guilt .28*** .12

Control variables were paid support, volunteer support, and number of children

* p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
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Although some studies suggested supervisory support was
only related to WFC (Aycan and Eskin 2005; Griggs et al.
2013), recent research suggests that support in one domain
can alleviate conflict in other domains (Ferguson et al. 2012;
Ollo-López and Goñi-Legaz 2017; Pluut et al. 2018).
Supervisors have an influence on role conflict and they can
enhance family functioning (Campbell-Clark 2001). In the
present study, supervisory support was measured from the
perspective of emotional support. When employed mothers
feel that their supervisors are supportive of their family roles,
they may feel more able to balance their roles. Thus, mothers
who reported higher supervisory support, reported not only
lowerWFC but also lower FWC. Our results are also in agree-
ment with those from Greenberger and O’Neil (1993) who
found that, unlike for men, both spousal and supervisor sup-
port are important for women. Thus, one of the key contribu-
tions of our study is in increasing our understanding of the
possible differences between emotional and instrumental sup-
port as predictors of WFC and FWC.

Our finding that WFC predicts employment-related guilt
among mothers is in keeping with previous research (Aycan
and Eskin 2005; Martínez et al. 2011). In one study,
Livingston and Judge (2008) found that traditional people
(i.e., individuals who embrace more traditional gender roles)
reported higher guilt related to work and family conflict com-
pared to egalitarian people. Traditional women identify with
home (Hochschild 1989) therefore working traditional women
are more likely to experience employment-related guilt, which
is what would be expected in Turkey. Borelli et al. (2017) also
found that mothers had higher work-family guilt compared to
fathers. In other words, the finding that employed mothers
who experience more severe WFC report stronger feelings
of guilt was in line with our expectations.

However, an interesting finding in the present study relates to
emotional supervisory support and its influence on guilt. To our
knowledge, the role of support on feelings of guilt has not pre-
viously been studied. According to our results, when mothers
perceive higher emotional supervisory support, they also report-
ed lower levels of employment-related guilt. Presumably when
women receive supervisory support (which includes care, em-
pathy, and concern for family responsibilities), their perceptions
of working life may be more positive, which in turn may reduce
stress and feelings of conflict. Thus, supervisory support may
help to facilitate the adjustment of employees to the demands of
the workplace (Adkins and Premeaux 2012). In other words, by
offering support, supervisors may promote positive attitudes to-
ward employment, leading to positive emotions. Supportive su-
pervisors may offer other benefits, such as giving employees
more flexibility. This would allow mothers more time to dedi-
cate to childcare and family demands and thus reduce feelings of
guilt. In future studies it would be interesting to examine the
influence of other factors relating to supervisor support such as
flexibility or workload.

We also asked mothers about other types of domestic
support they receive. Previous research suggests that volun-
tary and paid domestic support are related to severity of
WFC (Griggs et al. 2013; Spector et al. 2004, 2007), but
differences between types of support has not been fully ex-
amined. When comparing types of domestic support (volun-
tary support, paid support, and no support), we found no
significant difference between the groups in terms of the
perceived severity of WFC and FWC. This non-finding is
in line with previous findings (Luk and Shaffer 2002).
However, there was a significant difference in employment-
related guilt. According to our results, mothers who receive
voluntary support report the most guilt, followed by the no
support group and the paid support group. Some previous
studies have concluded that support alone is not enough to
decrease WFC and to increase well-being. Mothers who ex-
perience good caregiving interactions perceive social support
as positive, which is associated with well-being (see in
Kossek et al. 2008). Higher quality of childcare is also relat-
ed to perceptions of positive social support (Kossek et al.
2008). Thus, the childcare provider is an important consid-
eration: childcare training and education are two predictors
of perceived childcare quality. Perhaps the mothers in the
present study who were paying for support perceive that
support to be of higher quality than the mothers who were
receiving voluntary support from their parents, especially if
the former are receiving support from people with relevant
childcare training. At this point it is not possible to ascertain
whether significant differences are best accounted for by
types of support because the three groups were not balanced
and cannot be randomly assigned. Future research may ben-
efit from the inclusion of more balanced groups of mothers
receiving different types of domestic support as well as look
for other factors that differentiate these groups and which
may be related to their differences in reported levels of guilt.

WFC is not only related to personal and family character-
istics but also to cultural factors (Crompton and Lyonette
2006; Ollo-López and Goñi-Legaz 2017). Hence it is helpful
to consider the present findings from a cultural perspective.
According to gender role theory (Pleck 1977), family care and
household duties are the responsibility of women (Fletcher
and Bailyn 2005). Although in recent years men have increas-
ingly taken on more household and childcare responsibilities,
this may not be the case for more traditional men and women.
In other words, although women’s participation in the work-
place has increased, their household duties may not have de-
creased (Álvarez and Miles 2006) especially in a traditional
culture. Turkey as a country has both eastern and western
features and is in a transition period in terms of gender roles
(Aycan and Eskin 2005). Although involvement in the work-
place is increasing for women, Turkish urban middle-class
families still maintain traditional family values (Aycan and
Eskin 2005). Indeed, Turkey is one of the least egalitarian
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countries among 16 European countries (Ollo-López and
Goñi-Legaz 2017) so traditional gender roles persist.

Moreover, unlike individualist cultures, in collectivist cul-
tures like Turkey, work and family domains are generally
viewed as integrated (Yang 2005) which is important for un-
derstanding the concept of WFC (Aycan 2008). From this
cultural perspective, the significant effect of emotional spou-
sal support but not instrumental spousal support on WFC and
FWC might reflect the strong ties women in eastern cultures
such as Turkey have to their traditional roles of being a mother
and homemaker (Pedersen et al. 2009). Emotional spousal
support predicts marital satisfaction of traditional women bet-
ter than it does for egalitarian women for whom marital satis-
faction and conflict are predicted by both instrumental and
emotional support (Mickelson et al. 2006). Our results are in
line with this finding.

Effects of supervisory support on employment-related var-
iables may also be related to cultural differences. Turkey
scores highly onHofstede’s (2001) power distance dimension,
which tells us that Turkish employees feel comfortable with
hierarchy and that the ideal boss is a father figure. Thus, for
people in eastern cultures, a supervisor has a more paternalis-
tic role (Abdullah 1996) whereas in western cultures the rela-
tionship between employees and employers resembles a cost-
benefit relationship (Restubog and Bordia 2007). In collectiv-
ist cultures, a superior is also thought of as a father or a mother
figure. In other words, superiors take care of employees’ per-
sonal issues as well as their professional issues (Abdullah
1996) which may explain our findings showing the effects
of supervisory support on WFC, FWC, and employment-
related guilt. At this point it is not possible to ascertain wheth-
er the findings are related to cultural values or gender differ-
ences. It would be interesting for future studies to examine this
issue further.

Limitations and Future Research Directions

There are limitations to the present study. First and foremost,
our data were self-report and cross-sectional in nature, limiting
the inference of causal associations among the study variables.
Nevertheless, our research provides a useful framework and a
model for future longitudinal research, particularly focusing
on the role of emotional support on WFC. Because it is not
easy to collect data from employed mothers, we had a limited
number of participants. Therefore, our results require replica-
tion in a larger sample. In addition, future studies could exam-
ine these issues using participants from different cultures, and
the quality of support received could be included as another
variable. Ratings of conflict and guilt may also be affected by
mood. Therefore, future studies should include a mood scale
to control for this possible effect. Finally, employed fathers
might be included in future studies in order to compare the

effects of different types of spousal support on WFC among
mothers and fathers.

Practice Implications

Our findings have implications for counselors, managers, and
policymakers. From a practical perspective, our study high-
lights the importance of emotional support for helping
employed mothers to deal with WFC and employment-
related guilt. Supervisors who show empathy and concern
for the well-being of the employee and her family, as well as
spouses who show empathy and love and who offer advice
when it is needed, will play vital roles in helping employed
women deal with conflict between work and family. Training
intervention programs can be developed to increase awareness
of these issues. Emotion-based interaction training to promote
communication between spouses and coworkers would be
particularly beneficial.

Conclusion

Sometimes a solution for a difficult problem is less complex
than we might imagine. Work-family conflict is a core problem
both for men and women, as well as for management and
policymakers. Yet the debate about the disadvantages of work-
ing mothers continues in some countries. Our research with
employed Turkish mothers shows that certain types of support
can help to reduce WFC. In particular, a spouse who shows
empathy and love, who is thoughtful and understanding and
who offers advice when needed, provides an important source
of social support for working mothers. Additionally, a supervi-
sor with empathic understanding for the well-being of women
and their families can help to create more favorable working and
home environments for working mothers of dependent children.
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