
ABSTRACT 

VULPIS, MINDY LARA. The Use of Objective versus Subjective Measures of Role 
Demand in Explaining the Relationship between Work/Family Roles and Psychological 
Distress. (Under the direction of Theodore N. Greenstein.) 
 

This thesis analyzes a subsample of 935 men and women from the 2002 National Study of 

the Changing Workforce, all of whom hold the simultaneous roles of parent, spouse, and 

worker. Its purpose is to examine some of the differential effects that objective role demands 

and subjective experiences of role demands have on psychological well-being for those 

juggling multiple roles. Specifically, I investigate the hypotheses that a) subjective 

experiences of role demand, including perceived work-family interference and perceived role 

strain, will have independent effects on psychological distress even when considered 

alongside more objective circumstantial variables, including the amount of time required or 

flexibility afforded by a role or roles; b) perceptions of work-family interference or role 

strain will interact with these objective variables when predicting distress; and c) these 

effects will vary by gender based on differing internalized expectations related to role 

performance. OLS regression analyses suggest that perceived work-family interference and 

role strain do have independent effects on psychological well-being, and that the perception 

of work-family interference interacts with the amount of time spent on home chores to 

predict distress. Separate analyses by gender produced some additional effects, but they were 

not always in the predicted directions.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past two decades, much has been written but little concluded about the complex 

relationship between work and family demands and psychological well-being. One reason for 

this may be that the social science literature continues to show considerable variability of 

outcomes when investigating the circumstances under which role demands are associated 

with enhanced or diminished mental health. Much of this body of research is based in some 

part on role strain theory (Goode 1960), and the related concepts of role overload and role 

conflict (Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, and Snoek 1964), which suggest that the perceived inability to 

successfully meet multiple role requirements will ultimately be distress-producing. This 

perspective has been explored in great detail in more recent literature focused specifically on 

the conflict experienced between competing demands in the work and family domains, 

especially in light of women’s increasing presence in the paid workforce and the consequent 

erosion of traditionally defined gender roles. 

 With this in mind, researchers have examined a wide variety of problems related to 

“role juggling” and psychological well-being. For example, many have looked at how 

excessive time demands presented by work or family roles may negatively affect mental 

health (Nomaguchi, Milkie, and Bianchi 2005; Roxburgh 2004). On the other side of the 

spectrum, “role enhancement” research has suggested that holding multiple roles can 

potentially have a salutary affect on mental health, given that additional roles offer increased 

opportunities for gratification (Gove 1972). This idea has also been explored in recent 

research that finds that work and family roles may indeed facilitate one another under the 

right circumstances (Grzywacz and Bass 2003; Hill 2005).  
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  What most of these and similar studies have in common is their tendency to 

conceptualize the level of internal conflict or strain brought about by work and family 

demands as an objective variable—a definable, overt “condition” stemming directly from 

excessive, often competing demands in one form or another. However, some research has 

considered the idea that individuals’ experience of their roles may actually be more variable, 

which is to say that some people may be prone to experiencing greater conflict than others, or 

at least more likely to define their situation as conflictual, even under similar external 

conditions. For instance, several studies have looked at how the particular meanings that 

individuals attach to their various roles may often be more significantly associated with 

distress than the specific demands of the roles themselves (Simon 1995, 1997).   

 This paper will investigate some of the differences between objective measures of 

role demand or overload and subjective experiences of role conflict and strain, particularly as 

they relate to psychological well-being. To frame this investigation, I will use symbolic 

interaction theory—which suggests that the way individuals define their situations has real 

and direct consequences (Thomas and Thomas 1928:571-2) —as a basis for understanding 

how an individual’s perception of their role demands may relate to psychological distress, 

and in turn for understanding why juggling multiple roles may be more distress-producing 

for some than others. I will then use a subsample of the 2002 National Study of the Changing 

Workforce to empirically investigate several questions:  

• First, do the subjective measures of role conflict and strain, i.e., the perception that 

work and family role obligations interfere with one another or cannot be adequately 

met, have independent effects when considered along with objective measures, such 
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as the amount of time a role or set of roles requires and the flexibility those roles 

offer?  

• Second, do these individual perceptions of role demand moderate the relationship 

between actual role demands and distress, thus helping to explain some of the 

variation in mental health outcomes among those in similar sets of circumstances?  

• And third, based on substantial literature that suggests that both role demands and 

reported psychological distress vary significantly according to gender, how do the 

interrelationships between objective role demands, perceived conflict and strain, and 

psychological well-being potentially differ between men and women?  

I will begin with a more detailed review of what we know about these relationships so far. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Role Theory and Distress. While it has been convincingly put forth that social factors play a 

large role in setting stage for distress (Mirowsky and Ross 1989; Pearlin 1989), it is less clear 

what specific social mechanisms are at play. The vast majority of the literature approaches 

this question through the use of various social role theories. Specifically, there has been 

ongoing debate and discussion about the relationship between the number of roles one holds 

and psychological well-being. Role enhancement theories suggest that holding multiple 

social roles increases well-being, and that too few roles put people at greater risk for 

depression (Gove 1972). In his well-cited review of 1960s literature on the subject, Gove 

concluded that housewives were particularly prone to mental illness because they only 

occupied a single role—in this case one that was particularly low-prestige, unsatisfying, and 
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unstructured—and therefore lacked an alternative source of gratification should that role fail 

to provide it. Some contemporary research has supported Gove’s assertion, finding that 

women with more social roles report higher levels of self-esteem and life satisfaction (Miller, 

Moen, and Dempster-McClain 1991), and that the sense of control associated with 

employment benefits mothers’ mental health (Davies and McAlpine 1998).  

 While it is clear that holding multiple roles has the potential to offer psychological 

benefits, it has also been widely acknowledged that this is the case only under certain 

conditions. For example, several researchers have concluded that there is an “upper limit” of 

either the number of roles one holds, the time required by them, or the level of demand they 

present, beyond which distress or depression will be more likely to occur (Barnett and Hyde 

2001; Glass and Fujimoto 1994; Rosenfield 1989). Similarly, Grzywacz and Bass (2003) find 

that work and family roles do facilitate one another if they are the right “fit” within a given 

family, meaning that the mental health benefits of juggling both work and family roles offset 

the negative potential for conflict between these roles. It is likely the case that this fit is 

getting harder to achieve, with research showing that the conflict between the work and 

family domains and the difficulty achieving balance have become more serious problems in 

recent years (Winslow 2005). 

 The increasing prevalence of these problems has led to a widespread examination of 

role strain and conflict theories, particularly as they pertain to work and family. According to 

role strain theory (Goode 1960), distress is potentially rooted in a perceived inability to meet 

the obligations of multiple social roles (e.g., parent, spouse, worker) that presumably 

compete for a person’s finite amount of time and energy. This idea was augmented by Kahn 



 5 

et al.’s (1964) introduction of the concept of role conflict, which those authors originally 

identified in relation to intra-organizational work demands but was later extended to include 

conflict both within and outside the work domain. Similar to role strain, this theory suggests 

that differing role expectations from multiple roles may impose competing pressures on an 

individual’s behavior, giving rise to psychological conflict (Kahn et al. 1964:18-19). Both 

role strain and role conflict have found ample support in the more contemporary social 

science literature on social roles and distress. Not surprisingly, they are most often identified 

in studies looking at dual-career marriages, with the difficulty in negotiating an adequate 

work-family balance identified as the cause of increased distress and internal conflict 

(Stanfield 1985; Stone and Lovejoy 2004). Several other studies addressing the work-family 

interface similarly focus on the negative mental health effects of time pressures and lack of 

time for oneself or one’s family (Nomaguchi et al. 2005; Roxburgh 2004). Other research, 

meanwhile, looks specifically at the effects of those roles that require “spanning the 

boundary”  between work and home—such as commuting, bringing work home, and work-

family multitasking—on work-family conflict and perceived stress (Voydanoff 2005).  

  

Experiences of Work-Family Conflict.  A specific application of role strain and role conflict 

theories, the concept of work-family conflict was first defined by Greenhaus and Beutell 

(1985) as “a form of inter-role conflict in which the role pressures from the work and family 

domains are mutually incompatible in some respect.” Implicit, if not stated, in this and 

subsequent research on work-family conflict is some sort of effect on mental health. For 

example, Greenhaus and Beutell suggested that, depending on the nature of the demands of 
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an individual’s constellation of role requirements, this incompatibility might be based either 

on conflicting time demands, conflicting behavioral expectations, or stresses and strains 

produced by a role. Another body of research instead categorizes work-family conflict and 

analyzes well-being according to whether family roles are interfering with work (FIW) or 

work roles are interfering with family (WIF) (Kinnunen et al. 2003; Parasuraman et al. 

1996). One such study, for example, finds that, at least for blue-collar workers, the 

directionality of the conflict is associated with distress in the particular domain being 

affected, meaning that FIW is positively associated with distress at work, while WIF is 

instead associated with distress in the family domain (Frone et al. 1992). Noor (2004) 

similarly finds that the salience of the work role for an individual specifically exacerbates the 

effect of WIF conflict on well-being. 

 These and other similar studies tend to treat work-family conflict as a definable, 

objective construct—either as an independent variable that is thought to explain an outcome 

variable such as psychological distress, or as an objective outcome variable itself, often as an 

alternate measure of distress. However, other research has started to call this assumption into 

question, suggesting that the level of work-family conflict individuals experience may be 

highly variable, depending on various personality or dispositional characteristics (Carlson 

1999; Kinnunen et al. 2003; Noor 1997). Carlson (1999), for example, examines the effects 

of two personality traits—Type A personality, which is marked by qualities such as ambition, 

persistence, impatience, and work-involvement; and “negative affectivity,” a tendency 

toward emphasizing the negative aspects of the environment —and finds that these 

dispositional variables play a role above and beyond situational variables in bringing about 
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different types of work-family conflict. Along these lines, Kinnunen et al. (2003) look at five 

personality traits—emotional stability, extraversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and 

openness to experience—and find that these characteristics moderate the relationship 

between the experience of work-family conflict and well-being indicators such as job 

exhaustion, marital satisfaction, and depression. Other research looks not at personality, per 

se, but rather at the equally individual process of cognitive appraisal—the subjective 

evaluation of one’s situation relative to his or her individual standards, desires, values, or 

goals (Edwards and Rothbard 1999). These authors find that well-being is not related simply 

to work and family experiences themselves, but also to how those experiences “fit” within a 

person’s individual value system. Frone, Russell, and Cooper (1995) add to this discussion 

by finding that the relationship between various stressors in work and family domains and 

psychological distress may be overestimated, owing in part to individual differences in 

psychosocial resources and vulnerabilities.  

 While these few examples open up an important discussion about differences in the 

ways that individuals may process and experience demanding work and family roles, they 

neglect to address some fundamental social processes that may be equally unique to the 

individual. Specifically, how do individuals’ collective sets of social experiences—those 

within their relationships, families, and communities, and those with society at large—come 

to affect the way they even define what is conflictual? Further, how do these subjective 

definitions of conflict or strain relate to distress? To address these questions, and to more 

fully understand the complex relationship between role demands and psychological distress, 

we must first consider that the ways in which individuals assign meaning to their roles, and 
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develop expectations and judgments regarding how they perform in them, will vary based on 

experiences they have had in the social world, even among people negotiating similar sets of 

role demands. Symbolic interactionism provides a useful paradigm within which to frame 

these questions. 

 

Symbolic Interactionism and Role Meaning. From some of the literature on the differential 

proneness to conflict and distress, we can see the potential benefit in evaluating work-family 

conflict as a subjective construct, unique to each individual, rather than solely as an objective 

appraisal of circumstances. Symbolic interactionism offers us a useful conceptual framework 

for pursuing this reasoning, particularly as it relates to the more psychosocial bases for how 

individuals define their roles and circumstances. The fundamental premises of this theory 

suggest that human beings act toward things they encounter on the basis of the meanings 

those things have for them, and that these meanings are derived from ongoing social 

interactions and modified through an ongoing interpretive process (Blumer 1969:2).  

According to Blumer (1969:3), this theory represents a departure from exclusively 

psychological analyses of experiences, such as the personality variables discussed earlier, 

and also from purely sociological interpretations that view individuals’ experiences as 

byproducts of social structure or culture, as both of these viewpoints conceptualize particular 

outcomes as having observable, objective “causes.” Instead, the meanings that individuals 

assign to things they encounter are unique to them and emanate from an ongoing process of 

interaction between people (Blumer 1969:4). This leads to individuals to construct unique 

“definitions of the situation” (Thomas 1923), opening the door to the idea that the impact of 
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independent variables on dependent variables may not be automatic, but rather mediated, or 

moderated, by the way individuals interpret and define them (Shott 1979).  

 Stryker (1968) calls specifically for a greater use of this idea in research on the 

family, suggesting that symbolic interactionism can help account for the varying degrees of 

ease or difficulty people have in adopting “novel familial identities.” To better understand 

this phenomenon, he suggests that we must forge a deeper understanding of familial role 

expectations—both those that come from others and those that come from within—and their 

consequences. However, social behavior is not “given by these expectations,” according to 

Stryker, but rather the product of a “role-making process” that ultimately causes individuals 

to create and develop a set of internalized expectations with respect to their own behavior. 

Thus, the potential for role strain and resulting distress may be rooted in the ongoing 

reshaping of role expectations—perhaps particularly when new roles, such as parent, are 

introduced—and one’s individual interpretation of his or her success or failure in meeting 

them. 

 Other researchers and theorists have suggested that symbolic interactionism can and 

should be extended to explain affective responses (MacKinnon 1994; Shott 1979). Because 

the theory suggests that the way individuals define their circumstances has resulting 

consequences (Thomas and Thomas 1928:571-2), it is indeed logical to assume that some of 

those consequences will be emotional, rather than behavioral. In building an early call for 

further sociological study of emotion, Shott (1979), for example, contends that it is important 

to think of emotions as having an “emergent, constructed character,” and to attempt to 

understand an actor’s experience, interpretation, and expression of emotion as something that 
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is continually modified within a social framework. MacKinnon (1994) similarly underscores 

Mead’s dismissal of the role of emotion in his earliest formations of symbolic interactionism 

and attempts to reconcile Mead’s primarily cognitive, behavioral framework with subsequent 

analyses of the affective component of how meanings are assigned.   

 While emotional well-being and psychological well-being are not entirely 

synonymous, it is reasonable to consider that the potential emotional consequences suggested 

by a symbolic interactionist perspective—specifically as related to the interpretive processes 

through which meanings and resulting feelings are constructed, based in part on the way 

individuals define their situations—may also apply to the psychological consequences. The 

literature on social roles and psychological well-being indeed makes use of some of these 

ideas, without explicitly labeling them as symbolic interactionist principles.  For example, 

research has concluded that the particular satisfactions and strains individuals derive from 

their work and family roles are more strongly associated with psychological distress than the 

actual configuration of those roles (Voydanoff and Donnelly 1989). This suggests that how 

individuals experience their circumstances may be more relevant to well-being than the 

circumstances themselves. Simon (1995, 1997) similarly looks at the meanings that 

individuals attach to their multiple roles and finds that the positive or negative meanings that 

are attributed to them are more significantly associated with distress than the roles 

themselves. Burton (1998) takes this idea of role meaning to the larger social world, finding 

that “global, integrative meaning”—an overall belief that one has a purpose and reason for 

continued existence—mediates the relationship between social role configurations and 

distress. 
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 The idea that an individual’s attribution of meaning can affect the relationship 

between role demands and psychological well-being has also been explored to some degree 

in the work-family conflict literature. Cinamon and Rich (2002) analyze the differing 

importance that men and women place on their work and family roles, as well as the 

relationship between those priorities and the experience of work-family conflict. 

Interestingly, although they do find statistically significant differences between men and 

women in this regard, their results also suggest that there are additional differences in 

importance placed on different domains within genders, based instead on individuals’ priority 

structures and the personal meanings they attach to their work or family roles. Even in 

Greenhaus and Beutell’s (1985) early literature on work-family conflict, they propose that 

the self-perceptions of role requirements are significant sources of pressure within both the 

work and family domains. If we accept that individuals may ascribe different meanings to 

their roles, then we must also consider that their assessment of whether and to what extent 

their roles conflict is inevitably subjective as well. 

 

HYPOTHESES 

The symbolic interactionist focus on the importance of the way individuals interpret and 

define their social situations, as well as Blumer’s (1969) assertion that these interpretations 

and definitions are “formative, creative processes in their own right,” suggest that these 

variables should be treated empirically as entities unto themselves in family research. 

Therefore, when measuring variables such as work-family conflict, it is important to 

distinguish between actual conflict (i.e., having to be two places at the same time or not 
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having enough hours in the day to successfully meet the requirements of both roles) and 

perceived conflict (a feeling or belief that one’s roles interfere with one another, regardless of 

any measurable, objective standard of the role’s actual requirements). This distinction 

between objective and subjective measures has been inconsistent in prior literature. For 

example, some researchers use measures derived from specific enough survey questions or 

procedures to determine how time is allocated that they can be thought of as relatively 

objective (e.g., Kinnunen et al. 2003; Parasuraman et al. 1996). Others acknowledge that they 

are measuring a perception of balance or conflict, but still treat it as a dependent variable that 

is affected primarily by situational, rather than perceptual, factors or characteristics (e.g., 

Milkie and Peltola 1999).   

 Similarly, while the terms “role strain,” “role conflict,” and “role overload” arguably 

connote subtly different concepts in this regard, they are often used interchangeably and 

don’t appear to consistently lend themselves to being identified as objective or subjective 

measures. Coverman (1989) takes on this issue, attempting to sort out the independent effects 

of role overload (when a role presents excessive time requirements) and role conflict (when 

the demands of one role make it difficult to fulfill the demands of another role) on distress. 

She finds that role conflict, as defined by a subjective measure of “perception that roles 

interfere with one another,” has many more statistically significant effects on various 

measures of well-being than role overload, as measured by objective time expenditures.  

 Given that her purpose is to distinguish between these two related but different 

concepts, Coverman identifies as a limitation the fact that the data set she used has confined 

her to operationalizing role conflict with a subjective measure and role overload with an 
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objective measure. Because of this, she suggests that we can’t know with certainty if her 

findings indicate that role conflict is indeed a more significant predictor of distress than role 

overload, or if this difference is instead attributable to the subjective vs. objective quality of 

her measurements. However, Coverman’s findings potentially make an important 

contribution to our understanding of the underpinnings of psychological distress by making 

the distinction between what may appear to be stress-producing in general, such as excessive 

time demands at work or home, the number and ages of children in the home, or little 

flexibility at work, and what is actually experienced as stressful by individuals, such as an 

overall belief that one’s roles are excessively demanding or conflicting.  It is possible, for 

example, that a person who works part-time and has one child defines his or her work and 

parent roles as significantly conflicting or difficult to manage, while another person with 

multiple children and a full-time job may not share this perception. Therefore, we must 

consider separately the unique meanings individuals construct related to the experience of 

conflict. 

 

Hypothesis 1a: A subjective measure of work-family conflict (i.e., the perception that 

these roles interfere with one another) will have an independent effect when it comes to 

predicting psychological distress from objective measures of role demand, including the 

amount of time required by a role or the amount of flexibility a role affords. 

 

It is important to reiterate here that, for the purposes of this analysis, a “subjective” measure 

of work-family conflict refers to the interpretation of roles as conflictual, not to how 
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individuals feel about their roles or the level to which they are stressed by them, as these 

variables have been well-explored in prior research (see Barnett, Brennan, and Marshall 

1994). For example, Verbrugge (1986) analyzes “subjective” and “objective” role demand in 

relation to well-being (in this case with a focus on physical health), but by a “subjective” 

indicator, she refers specifically to one’s feelings about one’s role or roles, rather than an 

experience of those roles based on how they are interpreted and defined, as suggested by 

symbolic interaction theory. 

 A reliance on subjective interpretation is implicit in role strain theory, as originally 

defined by Goode (1960) as the “felt difficulty in fulfilling role obligations.” Given that this 

definition is also based on internal processes and perceptions, rather than on objectively 

measurable demands, we can surmise that it, too, will be an independent predictor of 

psychological distress. 

 

Hypothesis 1b: Role strain, as characterized by a perceived difficulty in fulfilling role 

obligations, will have an independent effect when it comes to predicting psychological 

distress from objective measures of role demand, including the amount of time required 

by a role or the amount of flexibility a role affords. 

 

As Stryker (1968) suggests, symbolic interactionism can also help us explore the problem 

articulated at the start of this paper—that some people with multiple roles appear to 

experience distress while others do not. This requires a more complex analysis of the inter-

relationships between external role demands, the internal experience of conflict or strain, and 
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psychological well-being. Specifically, does the extent to which people experience their roles 

as conflicting or difficult to manage moderate the relationship between their objective 

circumstances and their level of distress, thereby accounting for varying outcomes? 

 

Hypothesis 2a: A subjective measure of work-family conflict (i.e., the perception that 

these roles interfere with one another) will moderate the relationship between objective 

measures of role demand and psychological distress. 

 

Hypothesis 2b: Role strain, as characterized by a perceived difficulty in fulfilling role 

obligations, will moderate the relationship between objective measures of role demand 

and psychological distress. 

 

 This paper has thus far neglected to consider the well-explored idea that these 

relationships—indeed each of these variables being analyzed—may vary substantially 

according to gender. Historically, it has been well established that women experience, or at 

least report, greater psychological distress than men (Gore and Mangione 1983; Mirowsky 

and Ross 1995). An entire body of literature has been devoted to attempting to find the 

underlying causes for this disparity, with many studies suggesting that traditional differences 

between men’s and women’s social roles can account for differences in distress (Aneshensel, 

Frerichs, and Clark 1981; Barnett et al. 1994). For example, the role of parent has 

consistently been identified as being particularly distress-producing, especially when young 

children are in the home (Barnett and Baruch 1985; Evenson and Simon 2005; Gore and 
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Mangione 1983). Because women historically have assumed more of the burdens of 

parenting (Bird 1997), it would follow that they would be more prone to distress. Specifically 

in relation to “role juggling,” Milkie and Peltola (1999) find that men and women have 

similar subjective senses of success in balancing work and family roles, but that women’s 

sense of balance is more sensitive to required sacrifices in the home role, particularly when 

young children are present. Simon (1992), meanwhile, suggests that it is the salience of the 

parent role in relation to a person’s overall identity that can predict distress for both men and 

women, but that this salience is greater for women. Similar effects have been noted regarding 

the division of household labor, particularly that women’s greater contribution to domestic 

labor—or perceived inequities in the way that labor is divided— is positively associated with 

distress (Bird 1999; Glass and Fujumoto 1994). 

 Some literature has taken steps in contemplating more subjective variables, such as 

the differences between actual and perceived experiences, and how they relate to well-being. 

Simon (1995), for example, finds that gender differences in the perceived relationship 

between work and family roles may account for differences in distress. Similarly, Nomaguchi 

et al. (2005) find that while fathers report greater work-induced time deficits, it is for mothers 

that these time deficits are associated with greater distress. This suggests that there is an 

additional variable—something unique in the way men and women define or interpret their 

time pressures—that causes these deficits to be distressing for women and not for men. It is 

conceivable that this gender difference can potentially be explained by Stryker’s (1968) 

“role-making process,” which suggests that the familial role expectations that develop from 

ongoing social interactions will be internalized, resulting in a set of expectations regarding 
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ones own behavior. The fact that women have traditionally been expected to assume 

responsibility for most aspects of the family’s well-being, when coupled with the more recent 

expectation that they successfully function in the paid labor force, highlights the potential for 

greater distress to occur as a result of the internalization of competing social expectations. 

The potential for internalizing these demands also offers reason to speculate that women 

would be more likely than men—who presumably have far fewer role expectations regarding 

domestic or child-rearing responsibilities—to define their work and family roles as 

conflicting, and more likely to perceive difficulty in meeting their role obligations (i.e., 

experience role strain). 

 

 Hypothesis 3a: Based on internalized role expectations, women will perceive greater 

interference between their work and family roles than men, and this difference in 

perception will, in part, explain their greater distress levels. This will also enable 

greater opportunity for women’s perceived conflict between work and family to 

interact with more objective role demands to cause distress. 

 

 Hypothesis 3b: Based on internalized role expectations, women will experience 

greater role strain, as characterized by a perceived difficulty in fulfilling role 

obligations, and this difference in perception will, in part, explain their greater 

distress levels. This will also enable greater opportunity for women’s perceived role 

strain to interact with more objective role demands to cause distress. 
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DATA AND MEASURES 

Data 

This study analyzes a subsample of 935 respondents from the 2002 National Study of the 

Changing Workforce (NSCW) (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky and Prottas 2003). Started in 

1992 and conducted every five years by the Families and Work Institute, the NSCW uses 

random-digit dialing to conduct telephone interviews of working adults in the United States 

using a computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) system. The 2002 NSCW is based 

on interviews conducted between October 2002 and June 2003 with a nationally 

representative sample of 3,504 adults. Sample eligibility was limited to people who worked 

in a paid job or operated an income-producing business, were 18 years of age or older, were 

in the civilian labor force, resided in the contiguous 48 states, and lived in a non-institutional 

residence (household) with a telephone. In total, 28,000 telephone numbers were called, 

3,578 of which were deemed to have an eligible respondent. In households with more than 

one eligible person, one was randomly selected to be interviewed. Of the 3,578 eligible 

households, 3,504 interviews were conducted, yielding a completion rate of 98 percent. 

However, when factoring in the appropriate percentage of households for which eligibility 

could not be determined, the response rate was slightly more than 52 percent.  

 Of the original 3,504 respondents, 1,153 were married or living as married with a 

partner and had at least one child under the age of 18 living in their homes at least half of the 

year, thus assuming the multiple roles of spouse, parent, and worker. This sample was further 

reduced to 935 when cases with missing data on any of the variables analyzed in the study 

were eliminated. Analysis of missing data indicated that the total number of missing cases 
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was small enough that imputation was not warranted. Missing data accounted for less than 19 

percent of the sample in total, and less than 8 percent on any single variable. In addition, I 

conducted t-tests to potentially identify any statistically significant differences between each 

independent variable’s missing and non-missing cases on the dependent variable, and no 

significance or near-significance was suggested by these analyses. 

 

Measures 

Dependent Variable. Following  the psychological distress measure established by 

Voydanoff (2005) in an analysis also based on the 2002 NSCW, the dependent variable, 

psychological distress, was created using five items from a seven-item scale in the NSCW 

questionnaire intended to measure distress, and two items intended to measure depression. 

Two of the items on the distress scale were omitted due to low correlation with the other 

items in the scale. The newly created seven-item scale has a raw Cronbach’s Alpha of .78. 

The following five questions derived from the distress scale supplied answer choices 

consisting of a five-point scale, where 1 = Never, 2 = Almost Never, 3 = Sometimes, 4 = 

Fairly Often, and 5 = Very Often: In the past month, how often have you … 1) Been bothered 

by minor health problems such as headaches, insomnia, or stomach upsets, 2) Felt nervous 

or stressed, 3) Felt that you were unable to control the important things in your life, 4) Had 

trouble sleeping to the point that it affected your performance on and off the job, and 5) Felt 

that difficulties were piling up so high that you could not overcome them? The following two 

items on the created scale used to measure depression were coded 5 for “yes” answers and 1 

for “no” answers: During the past month, have you been bothered by feeling down, 
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depressed, or hopeless? And, During the past month, have you been bothered by little 

interest or pleasure in doing things? The variable labeled “distress” was created by totaling 

responses to each of these seven questions, so that higher scores indicate greater 

psychological distress. 

 

Independent Variables. The first set of variables in this analysis consists of objectively 

quantifiable role demands that are potentially conflict-producing.  I have conceptualized 

these variables according to two general categories, each of which apply to both the work and 

home domains: the amount of time required by or invested in the role or roles, and the 

amount of flexibility a person has in meeting their multiple role demands. In the work 

domain, the time required was measured by the total number of hours per week the 

respondent works in all jobs, although the sample used in this analysis was limited to those 

respondents reporting 110 or fewer work hours per week. The amount of flexibility 

respondents have afforded to them in the work domain is measured by the response to a 

single question: How hard is it for you to take time off during your work day to take care of 

personal or family matters? Responses to this question consisted of a four-point scale 

ranging from Very hard to Not at all hard. 

 The amount of time required in the home domain is measured by two self-reported 

time-allocation measurements: the average amount of time spent on home chores (specifying 

“things like cooking, cleaning, repairs, shopping, yard work, and keeping track of money and 

bills”) on work days, and the average amount of time spent with children or on child care on 

work days. Respondents who answered these questions in terms of hours were recoded as 
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minutes (i.e., multiplied by 60) for consistency. A total of 12 non-credible responses to these 

questions (those reporting greater than 12 hours per work day on home chores or greater than 

16 hours per work day on child care or with child) were recoded as missing. It is presumed 

that the amount of flexibility respondents have afforded to them in meeting their demands in 

the home domain will at least in part be dependent on the number of children they have and 

the amount of time their spouse or partner spends working outside the home. Therefore, this 

construct is measured using two separate variables: the number of children under 18 that 

reside in the home for at least half of the year, and the total number of hours worked for pay 

per week by the respondent’s spouse or partner. For the number of children in the household, 

the non-credible values 17 and 25 were recoded as missing. Further, preliminary analyses 

suggested a positive but non-linear effect of the number of children in the household on 

psychological distress. To better illuminate the nature of this effect, this variable was 

collapsed into four separate categories: One Child (the reference category), Two Children, 

Three Children, and Four or More Children. 

 Two additional independent variables measure respondents’ subjective experience of 

their roles. The first assesses whether and to what extent respondents define their work-

family role constellations as conflicting and is measured using the question, How much do 

your job and your family life interfere with each other—a lot, somewhat, not too much, or not 

at all? These four responses were coded so that higher numbers reflect a greater perception 

of work-family conflict. The second variable assesses individuals’ experiences of role strain, 

which, according to Goode’s (1960) definition, is a subjective perception of difficulty in 

fulfilling role demands. This is measured using the question, How easy or difficult is it for 
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you to manage the demands of your work and your personal or family life? Would you say 

very easy, easy, sometimes easy and sometimes difficult, difficult, or very difficult? Again, 

these five answer categories were coded so that higher numbers reflect greater role strain. 

 

Control Variables. Gender is important to control in this analysis in light of longstanding 

findings that women consistently experience, or at least report, greater psychological distress 

than men (see Mirowsky and Ross 1995). Clearly, gender is also central to the third set of 

hypotheses. Social support and marital satisfaction are also controlled because previous 

research has consistently found that these variables positively affect well-being (see 

Mirowsky and Ross 1989). Social support is a created variable that combines responses to 

two questions, each of which identifies either differing sources of support or differing types 

of problems requiring support: 1) I have support from coworkers that helps me to manage my 

work and personal/family life, and  2) I have the support I need from family and friends when 

I have a personal problem. Responses to each of these questions were: 1 = Strongly Agree,  

2 = Somewhat Agree, 3 = Somewhat Disagree, and 4 = Strongly Disagree. These categories 

were reverse-coded so that higher responses reflected higher levels of support, and the Social 

Support variable was then created by tallying the responses to these two questions. Marital 

satisfaction was measured using responses to the question: All in all, how satisfied would you 

say you are with your marriage/relationship with your partner? Response categories for this 

question used a four-point scale, where 1 = Extremely satisfied, 2 = Very satisfied, 3 = 

Somewhat satisfied, and 4 = Not too satisfied. Again, response categories were reverse-coded 

so that higher values represented higher levels of marital satisfaction. 
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 Because previous research has also suggested that these variables may differ 

according to race and socioeconomic status indicators including education and income, I 

have included these variables as controls as well. Race was categorized as three dummy 

variables: White (the reference category), Black, and Other Races. The “other races” 

category was a combination of Native American or Alaskan Native; Asian, Pacific Islander, 

or Indian; and Other, including mixed race. Education was analyzed using four dummy 

categories: No degree (the reference category), High School degree, Some College (includes 

those with an Associate’s degree), Bachelor’s degree, and Graduate degree. Income was 

measured as a continuous variable representing total 2002 household income from all sources 

in U.S. dollars. A single non-credible value ($48 million in income per year) was recoded as 

a missing case. 

 

RESULTS 

 Descriptive Statistics. Table 1 outlines descriptive statistics pertaining to the NSCW 

subsample used in this analysis, as well as ranges, means, and standard deviations of each of 

the independent variables. The table also includes a breakdown by gender for each of the 

variables, as well t values for the differences between the means of the two gender subgroups 

for each continuously measured independent variable. The total subsample (N=935) was 

divided almost equally between men and women, consisting of 469 working fathers and 466 

working mothers, all of whom were married or living as married. Of the total subsample, the 

mean age was 39.21, with 82.25% identifying themselves as White, 6.84% as African 
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American or Black, and 10.91% as being of another race, including mixed race. The mean 

total household income for the sample was $83,509.42. 

 The mean score for the entire subsample for the dependent variable, psychological 

distress, was 15.15 (range: 7-35), with a median of 14. As suggested by previous literature, 

the distress score for women was significantly higher (p < .001) than that for men. As Table 

1 indicates, almost all of the key “objective” and “subjective” independent variables used in 

the analysis had significantly different means for each gender subgroup as well, and most 

supported previous research suggesting men’s greater time investment at work and women’s 

greater time investment in home and child-care chores.  One notable difference between men 

and women relates to the variables identified as “subjective” in this analysis, which included 

the perception of interference between work and family roles and the perception of one’s 

inability to fulfill his or her role obligations (role strain). For perceived work-family 

interference, the men’s mean score was significantly higher (p < .001) than the women’s. On 

the perceived role strain scale, however, the mean for women was significantly higher (p < 

.05) than that for men. 

Table 1 About Here 

 Correlation analyses indicated relatively low correlation between the key independent 

variables in this analysis. The only non-demographic independent variables with a correlation 

higher than .40 were perceived role strain and perceived work-family interference (r = 

0.4971). Correlations between the objective and subjective variables were generally very 

low, ranging from 0.0021 to 0.3118, with most falling below 0.15. 
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OLS Regression Analyses. I performed Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression analyses to 

predict the effects of each of the “objective” and “subjective” independent variables on the 

dependent variable, psychological distress. OLS regression is an appropriate and useful 

analytic tool in this instance since the dependent variable is operationalized as a continuously 

measured index and the effects of the independent variables on the dependent variable are 

generally presumed to be linear. By analyzing a series of OLS models, this tool also allows 

me to assess the effects of the objective and subjective sets of independent variables both 

separately and net of one another, while also accounting for the specified control variables. 

Table 2 presents unstandardized regression coefficients derived from four separate OLS 

regression models, all of which include the same set of identified control variables. In 

general, all of the models were found to be statistically significant as a whole and to fit the 

data moderately well, with Adjusted R2 values ranging from .1965 to .2541. 

 Model I, with an Adjusted R2 of .1965, adds to the control variables only the 

coefficients representing the “objective” independent variables identified, namely the number 

of hours worked per week, the amount of time spent on home chores and child care, the 

respondent’s workplace flexibility, the number of hours worked by his or her spouse, and a 

series of dummy variables representing the number of minor children living in the home for 

at least half of the year. Of these, two variables were found to be statistically significant 

predictors of distress at the α = 0.05 level: workplace flexibility (a negative association) and 

the presence of four or more minor children in the home (a positive association). In the case 

of the latter, it is important to understand that having four or more children in the home is a 

statistically significant predictor of psychological distress in comparison to the baseline 
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category, one child. A comparison to having no children in the home was not possible in this 

analysis, given the sample’s limitation to respondents with the simultaneous roles of parent, 

spouse, and worker.  

 The remaining “objective” independent variables in Model I did not yield statistically 

significant coefficients. Several control variables in the model were found to be significant 

predictors of decreased psychological distress, including the “other races” category, income, 

marital satisfaction, and social support.  These negative associations were consistent across 

all models presented in Table 2. In keeping with the vast majority of prior literature, the 

dummy category “female” had a positive, statistically significant association with 

psychological distress in this and all remaining models in Table 2. 

 Model II included only the “subjective” variables used in this analysis—namely the 

perceived interference between work and family domains and the perceived inability to meet 

one’s role obligations (role strain) —along with the same set of control variables. Thus, the 

“objective” variables identified in Model I were excluded from this analysis. This model 

yielded a higher Adjusted R2 of .2455, indicating a somewhat better fit with the data than 

Model I. Both of the identified subjective variables yielded statistically significant 

coefficients and were shown to be positively related to psychological distress. The 

significance of the control variables exactly mirrored that in Model I.  

Table 2 About Here 

 Model III in Table 2 analyzed the subjective and objective variables together in a 

single model, along with the identified controls. The independent variables that were found 

to be statistically significant predictors of distress in this “overall” model were identical to 
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those determined to be significant in Models I and II. In other words, workplace flexibility 

and the presence of four or more children in the home remained significantly associated with 

psychological distress (negatively and positively, respectively) even when accounting for 

perceived interference between work and family and perceived role strain. However, the 

Adjusted R2 for Model III of .2517 was only marginally higher than the Adjusted R2 of .2455 

in Model II, which included only the subjective variables. We can interpret this to mean that 

the full set of objective variables only accounted for the difference between these two 

Adjusted R2 values, or .0062, meaning that the objective variables in the model in total 

accounted for only .62% of the variation in psychological distress. An incremental F test 

between these two models yielded an F value of 1.95, which was identical to the critical 

value for 8, 914 df at the p = 0.05 level. Thus, we cannot reasonably conclude that adding the 

entire set of objective variables to Model II made Model III a better fit, even using the 

relatively liberal 0.05 threshold of statistical significance. 

 That said, Hypotheses 1a and 1b specifically call on us to evaluate the independent 

effects of the subjective variables on distress. Model III demonstrates that both of the 

subjective variables being analyzed—perceived work-family interference and perceived role 

strain—indeed remain statistically significant when considered net of the variables intended 

to measure the respondents’ more objective circumstances, namely the amount of time 

required by one’s roles and the amount of flexibility afforded to them in those roles. This 

means that even for respondents with similar sets of objective demand from their roles, the 

extent to which they subjectively experience their roles as interfering with one another or feel 

unable to meet their role requirements played a significant role in determining their level of 
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distress. Furthermore, incremental F tests between the “full” Model III and Model I, which 

only analyzed the objective variables, yielded an F value of 34.81. This far exceeds the 

critical value for 2, 914 df, which is approximately 6.97 even at the p = 0.001 level. Thus, we 

can conclude that adding the subjective variables to the model does indeed improve our fit 

with the data. Subtracting the Adjusted R2 values between Model III and Model I, we find 

that the addition of the two subjective variables accounts for about 5.52% of the variation in 

psychological distress—a far greater percentage than the .62% accounted for solely by the 

objective variables.  

 Hypotheses 2a and 2b focused on examining the potential interactions between the 

objective and subjective variables in this analysis. To determine whether there were indeed 

any such interactions, I performed separate regression analyses on each of the possible 

objective-subjective pairs (a total of 16 combinations, with eight objective variables or 

dummy categories and two subjective variables) by including each as a single interaction 

term added to each model. The one interaction term that was found to be statistically 

significant under these conditions is presented in Model IV in Table 2. Specifically, the 

amount of time spent on home chores was found to significantly and positively interact with 

perceived work-family interference when predicting psychological distress. I calculated 

conditional slopes measuring the effect of time spent on home chores on psychological 

distress for each of the perceived work-family interference responses, and the resulting 

predicted values, in this case for white males with a bachelor’s degree and two children, are 

shown in Figure 1. (Note that these characteristics were arbitrarily chosen for illustrative 

purposes and that the slopes would be identical for all of the other demographic categories.) 
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Figure 1 About Here 

 The conditional slope of the time spent on house chores for respondents reporting that 

their job and family life interfere “not at all” was -0.0031. For these individuals, then, there 

was actually a negative relationship between home chores and distress, meaning that 

increasing time spent on home chores predicted a lower distress level, albeit very slightly. 

The conditional slope for respondents reporting “not too much” interference between work 

and family life was 0.0004. Although the slope has now become positive, Figure 1 illustrates 

a near-straight horizontal line, or a nearly nonexistent relationship. For respondents who 

reported that their job and family lives interfered “somewhat,” the conditional slope increases 

to 0.0039, indicating a relationship that, as shown in Figure 1, becomes notably more 

positive. Finally, for individuals who perceive “a lot” of work-family interference, the 

conditional slope of the time spent on home chores on psychological distress is 0.0074—an 

effect that is nearly double that of those saying work and family interfered “somewhat.” 

Thus, we can conclude that the extent to which respondents define their work and family 

lives as interfering with one another does indeed moderate the effect of the time spent on 

home chores on psychological distress.  

 Hypotheses 3a and 3b involved the investigation of gender differences in these 

effects, asserting that more conflicting internalized role expectations might cause women to 

experience greater work-family interference and role strain, and that this might bring about 

differential effects on psychological distress and a greater tendency of these subjective 

experiences to interact with the objective variables. Returning to Table 1, we see that the 

foundations for this idea are only partially supported. Both the means for perceived work-
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family interference and those for perceived role strain did differ significantly between men 

and women, but in the case of work-family interference, it was the male subsample that had 

the significantly higher mean (2.59 vs. 2.38 for females). In other words, women appear to 

perceive significantly greater role strain than men, but men perceive more interference 

between their work and family roles. 

 Table 3 shows some differential main effects between the male and female 

subsamples. Workplace flexibility was one of only two objectively measured variables that 

were statistically significant for the entire sample, but it just missed reaching significance at 

the 0.05 level in both the male and female subsamples, even though identical main effects 

models were estimated. (For males, p = 0.066; for females, p = 0.064.) The other objective 

variable that was statistically significant in the main effects model based on the entire 

sample—the presence of four or more children in the home—was significant in the male-

only main effects model but not in the identical female-only model. The remaining objective 

variables all failed to reach statistical significance in the original main effects model and 

remained insignificant in both of the gender-specific models, although time spent on home 

chores just barely missed significance (p = 0.064) in the male-only subsample.  

Table 3 About Here 

 The two subjective variables showed some small differential effects between men and 

women as well. Perceived interference between work and family just missed reaching 

statistical significance for men (p= 0.0545), but was not near-significant for women. 

Perceived role strain, on the other hand, was a statistically significant predictor of distress 

across all of the main effects models, although the effect for men was somewhat greater than 
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that for women. The statistical significance of the control variables in the gender-specific 

subsamples was largely consistent with that in the combined sample with the exception of the 

racial categories. Being black was negatively associated with psychological distress in the 

female-only subsample but just missed reaching statistical significance in the combined 

sample (p=0.0625) and was non-significant in the male-only subsample. The category “Other 

Races,” meanwhile, was significant in the combined sample but not in either of the male or 

female subsamples.  

 Interactional analyses in the two gender subgroups revealed some interesting 

differences. The interaction between the amount of time spent on home chores and perceived 

work-family interference, which was found to be statistically significant when analyzing the 

entire sample, was also significant in both the male and female subsamples, even when two 

other interaction terms were included in each model. However, one additional interaction was 

statistically significant in each of the gender subsamples, although the additional significant 

interaction was different for men than it was for women. For men, workplace flexibility, or 

the ability to take time off from the work day to tend to personal or family matters, was 

found to significantly interact with perceived role strain when predicting psychological 

distress. Specifically, for those men reporting that managing the demands of their work and 

family lives was “very easy,” workplace flexibility had an unexpectedly positive but small 

relationship (b = 0.59) with psychological distress. Slopes for the other four responses to the 

role strain question were negative as expected, that is, the model predicts that those who had 

a more flexible workplace experienced less psychological distress. For those responding that 

managing their roles was “easy,” the conditional slope was -0.02; those saying it was 
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“sometimes easy and sometimes difficult” had a conditional slope of -0.63; for those who 

reported that managing work and family roles was “difficult,” the slope was -1.24; and for 

those responding “very difficult,” the slope was -1.85. Thus, as with the previous interaction 

model represented in Figure 1, the lowest levels of the subjective variable predicted the 

smallest relationships between the objective variables and distress, with higher levels of the 

subjective variables predicting increasingly steeper relationships between the objective 

independent variables in question and distress.  

 A similar pattern emerged for the final statistically significant interaction, which 

applied only to the female subsample. Specifically, Table 3 shows a significant interaction 

for women between having four or more children in the home (as compared to one child, the 

baseline category) and role strain. In this case, the conditional slopes for those reporting that 

managing their work and family demands is “very easy” or “easy” were both negative, at  

-8.84 and -3.57, respectively. For those responding that managing their roles was “sometimes 

easy and sometimes difficult,” the relationship between having four or more children and 

psychological distress becomes positive, as expected, with a conditional slope of 1.50. For 

those reporting that managing their roles was “difficult,” the conditional slope was 6.57, and 

for those saying it was “very difficult,” the conditional slope was the steepest, at 11.64. Thus, 

in each of the models that indicate a statistically significant interaction term, the subjective 

measures of perceived work-family interference and perceived role strain do moderate some 

of the objective variables for some groups, meaning that in those instances, higher perceived 

role strain or work-family interference makes for steeper relationships between certain 

objective variables and the dependent variable, psychological distress. 
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DISCUSSION 

This paper set out to investigate whether individuals who subjectively define their multiple 

social roles as conflicting or difficult to manage are more likely to experience psychological 

distress than those who don’t, even if they are faced with similar sets of objective role 

demands. Specifically, I used a symbolic interactionist framework to argue that individuals, 

as a result of their unique experiences in the social world, will differ in how they assess the 

nature of their role demands. Based on the idea that these types of assessments might have 

emotional consequences (MacKinnon 1994; Shott 1979), I hypothesized that these varying 

“definitions of the situation” (Thomas 1923) might in some part be responsible for varying 

psychological outcomes that we see resulting from the ongoing management of the often-

conflicting demands of the parent, spouse, and worker roles. 

 Hypotheses 1a and 1b suggested that these “subjective” variables would have an 

effect on psychological distress independent of circumstantial variables such as time 

demands or flexibility, and they were largely supported. In other words, even when various 

“objective” role demands were controlled, perceived work-family interference and perceived 

role strain remained statistically significant predictors of psychological distress. This 

suggests that perceptions regarding one’s role demands or one’s ability to meet them play a 

role in predicting the level of distress one will experience independent of what their actual 

life circumstances may be. 

 Hypotheses 2a and 2b attempted to look more closely at the relationships between 

objective circumstances, perceived circumstances, and psychological distress. Specifically, 

they suggested that the way individuals perceive and define their situations might moderate 
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the effects of objective role demands on distress, thereby partly explaining varying outcomes 

in psychological well-being among those with similar role configurations and demands. 

These hypotheses were only partially supported by a finding that perceived interference 

between work and family roles moderates the relationship between the amount of time spent 

on home chores and distress. In other words, the extent to which the amount of time 

respondents spend on home chores was associated with distress was dependent upon the 

extent to which individuals subjectively defined their work and home roles as conflicting.  

 This is an especially interesting finding given that, contrary to some prior findings 

(e.g., Glass and Fujimoto 1994), the amount of time spent on home chores was not a 

statistically significant predictor of distress absent the interaction with work-family 

interference. Although this lack of a direct effect suggests the possibility that perceived 

work-family interference may be mediating, rather than moderating, the relationship between 

the amount of time spent on home chores and distress, a series of additional analyses not 

shown here found no statistically significant effect of the amount of time spent on home 

chores on perceived work-family interference, thereby eliminating the foundation for a 

mediating relationship. Interestingly, for those who perceived their roles as not interfering at 

all, the relationship between the objective circumstance—time spent on home chores—and 

distress was actually negative, despite the fact that it was positive for all of the other levels of 

perceived work-family interference. This finding, demonstrated in Figure 1, underscores the 

range of the variability for which perceptual differences potentially account. 

 Analyses performed on the gender-specific subsamples showed similar moderating 

relationships. For women only, the perceived inability to meet role demands (role strain) was 
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found to moderate the relationship between having four or more children in the home and 

distress, while for men, perceived role strain moderated the effect of workplace flexibility on 

distress. Several other moderating relationships were nearly significant (p < 0.1) in the male 

subsample, including an interaction between role strain and time spent on home chores (p = 

0.063); between role strain on time spent on child care or with child (p = 0.097); and between 

perceived work-family interference and workplace flexibility (p = 0.083). Thus, although the 

evidence of a moderating effect of the subjective variables is far from “sweeping,” these 

results do suggest that the way individuals define their situations may very well play some 

role in determining the variability in outcome that we see. 

 The final pair of hypotheses predicted differing results between men and women, and 

those have clearly materialized. However, these differences were not always in the predicted 

directions. Specifically, hypotheses 3a and 3b predicted that women would experience a 

greater likelihood for conflicting social role expectations, which would lead to greater 

perceived work-family interference, greater perceived role strain and, ultimately, greater 

likelihood for these subjective experiences to moderate objective conditions when predicting 

distress. T-tests performed on the descriptive statistics in Table 1, however, revealed that 

while working mothers do report greater perceived role strain than working fathers, it is 

actually working fathers who perceive significantly greater work-family interference. What’s 

more, the female-only subsample did not reveal a greater number of moderating effects of the 

subjective variables on the objective variables, merely different ones. In fact, if we were to 

include those effects that were near-significant at p < 0.1, we find many more moderating 

effects of the subjective variables for men.  
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 These gender-specific findings are cause for interesting speculation. Putting aside the 

differing moderating effects momentarily, the t-test results showing differential vulnerability 

between men and women to work-family interference and role strain are interesting on their 

own. Keeping in mind the long-established finding that women more readily report distress 

or depression (Mirowsky and Ross 1989, 1995), we can reason that this difference might be 

attributable to something as simple as women’s greater willingness to admit “weakness.” 

Specifically, it could be argued that role strain, which women more readily reported, suggests 

a problem internal to the respondent (since it is operationalized as a perceived difficulty in 

fulfilling role demands), while work-family interference—where men’s scores were higher—

connotes more of a “situational” or external problem (operationalized as perceived 

interference between work and family life). It may also be the case that men and women 

simply tend to process these expectations differently, with women more likely to internalize 

the competing pressures of the work and home domains in such a way that they feel that they 

are failing to meet their obligations, while men experience similar competing demands but 

are less likely to internalize them in such a way that they judge themselves as wanting.  

 Looking specifically at men’s greater perceived work-family interference, we can 

also make use of symbolic interaction theory to consider the potentially different meanings 

that men and women attach to their roles and how they are internalized in consideration of 

evolving social expectations. Literature shows that men continue to experience a greater 

sense of responsibility as financial providers and consider this role critical to defining 

themselves as a “good” spouse or parent (Simon 1995). At the same time, evidence also 

shows that expectations regarding men’s contributions to household and child-care chores are 
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increasing in light of the growing prevalence of dual-earner households (see Coltrane 2000). 

The combination of these two phenomena may shed light on some of the potential sources of 

perceived work-family interference among men. 

 The different statistically significant interactions between men and women can be 

considered in this light as well. Specifically, the “objective” variable of workplace flexibility 

was moderated by perceived role strain for men, but it was the number of children in the 

home (particularly four or more) that was moderated by perceived role strain for women. 

This is interesting in light of the traditionally male focus on the public work “sphere” and 

female focus on the private home “sphere.” Simon’s (1992, 1995) findings that the greater 

salience of the parent role for women might be responsible for their greater distress, and 

Milkie and Peltola’s (1999) conclusion that women’s sense of balance between work and 

family is more sensitive to required sacrifices in the parent role, lend some understanding to 

this study’s finding that women appear more vulnerable to the effects of having multiple 

children in the home, at least when interacting with perceived role strain. Still, men’s near-

significant results involving traditionally “female-domain” objective variables such as time 

spent on home chores and child care, when coupled with their significantly greater perceived 

interference between work and family roles, seems to point squarely at a gradual 

convergence of work and home roles for men and women—a slow but visible “de-

gendering” of roles that has been suggested may ultimately correlate with the diminishing 

differences in reported distress typically found between men and women (Aneshensel et al. 

1981).  
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Limitations of the Current Study. Strains brought about by the amount of time required by a 

role or set of roles has been the focus of prior studies assessing both the experience of work-

family conflict and outcomes specifically related to mental health (e.g., Major, Klein, and 

Ehrhart 2002; Nomaguchi et al. 2005). Interestingly, none of the time-oriented variables as 

they were operationalized here—self-reported time spent at work, on home chores, or on 

child care/with child(ren)—were found to be statistically significant in any of the analyses I 

performed. While I certainly consider this an interesting finding, I hesitate to draw any broad 

conclusions based on it because of several limitations inherent in the 2002 NSCW.  First, the 

questionnaire limited respondents to reporting the time they spent on child care and home 

chores during work days which, while certainly addressing the potential stresses of 

“juggling” roles, does not account for the very real possibility that working parents may shift 

many home- and family-related chores to the weekend or other non-work days, when those 

with fewer role demands may be enjoying more leisure time. Second, the question related to 

child care specifically asks for the amount of time spent “on child care or with child(ren).” 

The lack of a distinction between these two types of activities is potentially problematic 

when investigating mental health outcomes, given that people can clearly engage with their 

children in a variety of enjoyable ways yet also feel burdened by some of the more arduous 

aspects of child care. Finally, although I eliminated from the sample respondents who gave 

overtly non-credible answers to the set of time-based questions (e.g., more than 110 hours of 

work per week or 24 hours per day on home chores), there were many respondents who 

remained in the sample who gave answers to these questions that seemed at best unlikely 

(e.g. 12 hours per work day on home chores during work days or 16 hours per work day on 
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child care/with child during work days, which may be technically accurate but likely includes 

sleeping time). Thus, there may be reason to question the reliability of responses to these 

particular questions, at least when it comes to capturing the essence of the questions and their 

potential relationships to mental health. 

 Another limitation of the data set involves the psychological distress outcome 

variable, particularly as it relates to gender. While t-tests performed here supported 

longstanding findings that women report significantly greater distress than men, it is 

important to note that the NSCW did not provide questions related to substance abuse or 

other forms of “acting out,” which have historically been considered more male 

manifestations of distress. Therefore, the lack of data on these types of behaviors may mean 

that we have not gotten a full picture of some of the relationships analyzed here, particularly 

for men. 

 Lastly, it must be acknowledged that very few of the independent variables used in 

this analysis are truly objective, despite the fact that I have presented them as such. For 

example, the NSCW relies on self-reports of time spent at work or on home or child-care 

chores, which arguably lend themselves to inaccuracy in the absence of more detail-requiring 

time-tracking methods such as time diaries. Similarly, people’s perceptions of their ability to 

tend to personal concerns during the work day may also be exactly that—perceptions, which 

could conceivably differ between people based on their individual interpretations. Therefore, 

we must acknowledge that the way individuals perceive their circumstances may play a role 

not only in their reporting of work-family interference and role strain, but also in some of the 

variables considered to be “objective” in this analysis. 
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Relevance of Findings for Current and Future Research. Despite some of its limitations, 

this study has made some important distinctions. First, while previous research (e.g., Major et 

al. 2002) has considered work-family interference or conflict as a mechanism through which 

objective circumstances affect distress, they have focused on it primarily as a mediating, 

rather than a moderating, relationship. In addition, while Major et al. find that work-

interfering-with-family (WIF) mediates the relationship between “work time” and distress, 

the measure they use for WIF is not a perception of conflict, but rather an objective scale that 

addresses specific conflicting requirements presented by work and family roles. Therefore, 

their finding articulates the difference between time demands in general and time demands 

that cause conflict, both of which are measured precisely and objectively. This study, on the 

other hand, finds that, at least when it comes to certain variables, the extent to which an 

individual defines his or her situation as conflictual, when considered as a separate, unrelated 

variable, potentially affects the relationship between time demands and distress. This implies 

a moderating relationship, meaning that time demands may differentially affect distress 

depending on the extent to which individuals perceive their work and family roles as 

conflicting or difficult to manage. This is useful in that it potentially serves to explain some 

of the differing effects that role demands have on psychological well-being among 

individuals who may appear to have similar life circumstances. 

 While this thesis set out to investigate the effects of subjective interpretations 

regarding role requirements on distress, its intent was not to nullify the importance of social 

circumstances when it comes to understanding mental health outcomes. On the contrary, the 
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evolving social conditions in the United States, particularly those related to changing work 

and family demands and gender-specific role expectations,  are the backdrop for this and 

most other work on related topics. What’s more, I consider the “objective” demands of social 

roles to be critically important to psychological well-being. My hope here was to use 

symbolic interaction theory to “bridge the gap” between these types of external demands and 

the more internal processes that directly relate to mental health. Specifically, the theory 

implies that the way role demands are internalized and defined by individuals may be at least 

part of the mechanism through which they affect psychological well-being. It is hopefully 

clear, then, that I do not interpret the role of the “subjective” as depicted in this study to 

suggest that psychological outcomes are merely the result of some sort of “inner deficiency” 

that can be “cured” by changing one’s poor perception of his or her situation. Rather, 

symbolic interactionism suggests that these individual experiences are a direct result of 

internalized expectations gleaned from the social world, acknowledging that individuals’ 

interactions with that world, and subsequent internalized expectations or perceptions, are 

inevitably variable.  

 Along these lines, the statistical significance of the subjective variables even in 

conditions under which the objective variables are controlled should not be interpreted to 

mean that actual circumstances do not affect well-being. On the contrary, this analysis 

showed that workplace flexibility and the number of children in the home (particularly four 

or more) did have direct effects on distress even when the subjective variables were 

controlled. Future research might focus more on these types of circumstantial variables while 

continuing to control for subjective perceptions. One useful way to do this would be to create 
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a “composite” variable that looks at an individual’s entire set of external role demands as a 

whole, rather than in individual parts as has been done here. Ideally, this type of variable 

might be created using measurements of time expenditures that are perhaps more objective 

than self-reports.  

 In addition, prior research has suggested that the amount of time spent on things such 

as home chores may be less important when it comes to predicting distress than one’s 

relative contribution of these types of chores when compared to one’s spouse’s or partner’s 

contributions. For example, Bird (1999) found that inequities in the division of household 

labor have a greater impact on distress than the actual amount of labor performed. Therefore, 

it would be useful for future research to explore whether evaluating time expenditures in this 

fashion might be produce different results than evaluating them in absolute terms, as I have 

done here. 

 The statistically significant findings related to some of the control variables used in 

this analysis suggest that future studies might also focus specifically on race and class 

differences in the effects discussed here. The “other races” category consistently predicted 

lower distress, and the “black” category was nearly statistically significant in most analyses 

as well, also suggesting a negative relationship with distress. Income, unsurprisingly, was 

also negatively associated with distress. These results, taken together, are interesting in light 

of prior contradictory findings regarding the relationship between race and mental health, as 

well as complexity with which socioeconomic status is linked to both (Bratter and Eschbach 

2005; Williams and Collins 1995). In addition, given that the basis for this analysis rests on 

the idea that mental health may relate to the internalization of social role expectations, it is 
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important to consider the likely possibility that these role expectations differ between 

individuals of different races, classes, or cultures. For example, the fact that African 

American and lower-income women have participated in the workforce in large numbers 

with much greater consistency over time than middle-class white women, it would follow 

that their perceptions of work-family interference and role strain might differ, and that the 

potential moderating effects of these subjective experiences might vary as well. 

 Lastly, this study has revealed some interesting gender differences that are worthy of 

further exploration. Despite the moderately high correlation between perceived work-family 

interference and perceived role strain (r = 0.4971), these two variables behaved quite 

differently in these analyses, particularly as they relate to the male and female subgroups. 

Future research, perhaps of a more qualitative nature, might enable us to better understand 

why working fathers more readily admit to work-family interference, while working mothers 

more readily report role strain. These differences are particularly interesting in light of the 

differing circumstantial variables these subjective measures moderated for men and women. 

Future analyses might invoke existing gender theories, or create new ones, to potentially 

explain some of these more subtle distinctions.  
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TABLES 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and t Values for Demographic and Analysis Variables 
 
VARIABLE 
 

Entire 
Sample 
(N=935) 

Men  
Only 

(N=469) 

Women 
Only 

(N=466) 
t Value 

 
Age 
(19-70) 
 

 
39.21 
(8.54) 

*929 responses 

 
39.83 
(8.43) 

*468 responses 

 
38.59 
 (8.41) 

*461 responses 

 
2.21* 

 

Race 
      % White 
 

82.25 81.45 83.05  

      % Black 6.84 6.61 7.08  

      % other races or mixed 10.91 11.94 9.87  

Annual Household Income 
 

$83,509.42 
($67,467.82) 

$86,288.27 
($76,978.37) 

$80,712.68 
($56,244.49) 0.21 

Education 
      %  with no  degree 
 

4.39 5.97 2.79  

      %  with H.S. degree 22.25 23.03 21.46  

      % with some college 31.66 30.49 32.83  

      % with Bachelor’s  degree 28.34 25.80 30.90  

      % with graduate degree 13.37 14.71 12.02  

Hours worked per week at all jobs  
(Range: 1-110) 

45.99 
(14.05) 

50.79  
(12.53) 

41.15 
 (13.86) 11.15* 

Time spent on home chores per week  
(in minutes) 

143.70 
(101.36) 

113.14 
(80.36) 

174.45 
(110.66) -9.70* 

Time Spent on childcare or with child 
per week (in minutes) 

175.04 
(133.55) 

150.55 
(129.23) 

199.69 
(133.43) -5.72* 

Workplace Flexibility 
(Range: 1-4) 

2.78 
(1.02) 

2.82 
(1.01) 

2.74 
(1.04) 1.27 

Hours spouse works per week 
(Range: 0-105) 

34.44 
 (22.99) 

23.87  
(21.13) 

45.07  
(19.67) -15.88* 

Number of children < 18 in the home 1.93 
 (0.98) 

1.98 
 (0.99) 

1.88  
(0.96) 0.12 

     % With One Child 38.93 36.67 41.20  
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         Table 1 Continued 
      % With Two Children 38.18 38.59 37.77  

      % With Three Children 15.72 16.84 14.59  

      % With Four or More Children 7.17 7.89 6.44  

Perceived Work-Family Interference 
(Range: 1-4) 

2.49 
(0.96) 

2.59 
(0.94) 

2.38 
(0.97) 3.48* 

Perceived Role Strain 
(Range: 1-5) 

2.69 
(0.85) 

2.64 
(0.88) 

2.75 
(0.82) -1.97* 

Marital satisfaction 
(Range: 1-4) 

3.26 
 (0.81) 

3.34  
(0.78) 

3.17  
(0.84) 3.24* 

Social support 
(Range: 2-8) 

6.80  
(1.19) 

6.66  
(1.19) 

6.94  
(1.18) 

-3.60* 
 

Psychological distress 
(Range: 7-35) 

15.15 
 (6.08) 

14.50  
(5.84) 

15.80  
(6.26) -3.29* 

Note: Unless identified as a percentage, figures given are means with standard deviations in 
parentheses. Two-tailed t values were calculated on differences between genders, *p < .05. 
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Table 2. OLS Regressions Predicting Psychological Distress (N=935) 

VARIABLE 
Model I 

(Objective 
Variables) 

Model II 
(Subjective 
Variables) 

Model III 
(All 

Variables) 

Model IV 
(Interaction) 

 
Adjusted R2 

 
0.1965 0.2455 0.2517 0.2541 

Model F 13.69* 26.33* 16.70* 16.15* 

Constant 29.95* 
(1.66) 

21.47* 
(1.65) 

22.44* 
(1.84) 

23.68* 
(1.94) 

Female 1.24* 
(0.44) 

1.11* 
(0.36) 

1.12* 
(0.43) 

1.14* 
(0.43) 

Total Hours Worked at All Jobs 0.02 
(0.01) -- 0.00 

(0.01) 
0.00 

(0.01) 

Time Spent on Home Chores 0.00 
(0.00) -- 0.00 

(0.00) 
-0.01 
(0.00) 

Time Spent on Child Care/With Child -0.00 
(0.00) -- 0.00 

(0.00) 
0.00 
0.00) 

Workplace Flexibility -0.90* 
(0.18) -- -0.50* 

(0.18) 
-0.51* 
(0.18) 

Total Hours Spouse Works -0.00 
(0.00) -- -0.01 

(0.01) 
-0.01 
(0.01) 

Children < 18 in the home at least 1/2 
the year (baseline = one child) 

 
   

    Two children 0.38 
(0.41) -- 0.15 

(0.40) 
0.16 

(0.40) 

    Three children 0.27 
(0.54) -- -0.18 

(0.52) 
-0.21 
(0.52) 

    Four or more children 2.02* 
(0.74) -- 1.60* 

(0.72) 
1.53* 
(0.72) 

Perceived work-family interference -- 0.55* 
(0.21) 

0.44* 
(0.22) 

-0.05 
(0.33) 

Perceived role strain -- 1.72* 
(0.24) 

1.60* 
(0.25) 

1.58* 
(0.25) 

Race (baseline = White)     

    Black -1.42 
(0.74) 

-1.33 
(0.70) 

-1.32 
(0.71) 

-1.29 
(0.71) 

    Other Races -1.34* 
(0.58) 

-1.16* 
(0.56) 

-1.23* 
(0.56) 

-1.19* 
(0.56) 
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Table 2 Continued 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Education (baseline = less than HS 
degree)  

 
 
 

  

    High School Degree -0.41 
(0.96) 

-0.55 
(0.91) 

-0.34 
(0.93) 

-0.35 
(0.92) 

    Some College -0.48 
(0.94) 

-0.98 
(0.90) 

-0.73 
(0.91) 

-0.79 
(0.91) 

    Bachelor’s Degree -0.46 
(0.97) 

-1.11 
(0.92) 

-0.79 
(0.94) 

-0.84 
(0.94) 

    Graduate Degree -0.95 
(1.05) 

-1.70 
(1.00) 

-1.45 
(1.02) 

-1.47 
(1.02) 

Income (in 10,000’s of dollars per 
year) 

-0.07* 
(0.03) 

-0.07* 
(0.03) 

-0.06* 
(0.00) 

-0.06* 
(0.03) 

Marital Satisfaction -2.03* 
(0.23) 

-1.79* 
(0.23) 

-1.77* 
(0.23) 

-1.76* 
(0.23) 

Social Support -0.91* 
(0.16) 

-0.78* 
(0.16) 

-0.73* 
(0.16) 

-0.73* 
(0.16) 

Time Spent on Home Chores X 
Perceived Work-Family Interference -- -- -- 0.004* 

(0.002) 

Note: Table entries are unstandardized (metric) regression coefficients (standard errors of estimates in 
parentheses) *p < .05 
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Table 3. OLS Regressions Predicting Psychological Distress, by Gender 

 
 

Entire  
Sample 
(N=935) 

Men  
Only 

(N=469) 

Women 
Only 

(N=466) 

VARIABLE Main 
Effects Interaction Main 

Effects Interaction Main 
Effects Interaction 

 
Adjusted R2 

 

 
0.2517 0.2559 0.2713 0.2806 0.2158 0.2320 

 
Model F 
 

16.70* 14.96* 10.17* 9.30* 7.73* 7.38* 

Constant 22.44* 
(1.84) 

21.62* 
(2.48) 

20.61* 
( 2.59) 

17.50* 
( 3.45) 

25.97* 
( 2.76) 

28.67* 
( 3.73) 

Female 1.12* 
(0.43) 

1.15* 
(0.43) -- -- -- -- 

Total Hours Worked at All 
Jobs 

0.00 
(0.01) 

0.00 
(0.01) 

-0.02 
( 0.02) 

-0.02 
( 0.02) 

0.02 
( 0.02) 

0.03 
( 0.02) 

Time Spent on Home Chores  0.00 
(0.00) 

-0.01 
(0.00) 

0.00 
( 0.00) 

-0.02 
( 0.01) 

0.00 
( 0.00) 

-0.01 
( 0.01) 

Time Spent on Childcare/With 
Child  

0.00 
(0.00) 

0.00 
(0.00) 

0.00 
( 0.00) 

0.00 
( 0.00) 

-0.00 
( 0.00) 

-0.00 
( 0.00) 

Workplace Flexibility -0.50* 
(0.18) 

0.23 
(0.56) 

-0.47 
( 0.26) 

1.20 
( 0.76) 

-0.51 
( 0.27) 

-0.64 
( 0.85) 

Total Hours Spouse Works  -0.01 
(0.01) 

-0.01 
(0.01) 

-0.01 
( 0.01) 

-0.01 
( 0.01) 

-0.01 
( 0.01) 

-0.01 
( 0.01) 

Children < 18 in the home at 
least 1/2 the year (baseline = 1)       

    Two Children 0.15 
(0.40) 

0.17 
(0.40) 

-0.10 
( 0.54) 

-0.17 
( 0.54) 

0.37 
( 0.59) 

0.44 
( 0.59) 

    Three Children -0.18 
(0.52) 

-0.17 
(0.52) 

-0.57 
( 0.70) 

-0.59 
( 0.69) 

0.47 
( 0.80) 

0.38 
( 0.80) 

    Four or More Children 1.60* 
(0.72) 

-1.40 
(2.38) 

1.94* 
( 0.94) 

3.02 
( 2.59) 

1.58 
( 1.11) 

-13.71* 
( 5.37) 
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           Table 3 Continued

Perceived Work-Family 
Interference 

0.44* 
(0.22) 

-0.08 
(0.33) 

0.58 
( 0.30) 

-0.15 
( 0.46) 

0.44 
( 0.32) 

-0.29 
( 0.51) 

Perceived Role Strain 1.60* 
(0.25) 

2.28* 
(0.61) 

1.88* 
( 0.33) 

3.70* 
( 0.84) 

1.25* 
( 0.37) 

0.82 
( 0.91) 

Race (baseline = White)       

    Black -1.32 
(0.71) 

-1.27 
(0.71) 

-0.33 
( 1.01) 

-0.15 
( 1.01) 

-2.13* 
( 1.04) 

-2.18* 
( 1.03) 

    Other Races -1.23* 
(0.56) 

-1.17* 
(0.56) 

-1.36 
( 0.73) 

-1.47* 
( 0.73) 

-1.26 
(0.88) 

-0.89 
( 0.88) 

Education (baseline = less than 
HS degree) 

 
     

    High School Degree -0.34 
(0.93) 

-0.41 
(0.92) 

0.13 
( 1.12) 

-0.07 
( 1.12) 

-1.22 
( 1.66) 

-1.70 
( 1.65) 

    Some College -0.73 
(0.91) 

-0.83 
(0.91) 

0.26 
( 1.11) 

0.19 
( 1.11) 

-2.17 
( 1.63) 

-2.79 
( 1.63) 

    Bachelor’s Degree -0.79 
(0.94) 

-0.87 
(0.94 

0.71 
( 1.15) 

0.61 
( 1.15) 

-2.60 
( 1.66) 

-3.20 
( 1.65) 

    Graduate Degree -1.45 
(1.02) 

-1.50 
(1.02) 

-0.39 
( 1.23) 

-0.49 
( 1.23) 

-2.93 
( 1.80) 

-3.42 
( 1.79) 

Income (in 10,000’s of dollars 
per year) 

-0.06* 
(0.03) 

-0.06* 
(0.03) 

-0.05 
(0.03) 

-0.06 
(0.03) 

-0.08 
(0.05) 

-0.06 
(0.05) 

Marital Satisfaction -1.77* 
(0.23) 

-1.77* 
(0.23) 

-1.41* 
( 0.32) 

-1.38* 
( 0.32) 

-2.04* 
( 0.32) 

-1.99* 
(0.32) 

Social Support -0.73* 
(0.16) 

-0.70* 
(0.16) 

-0.81* 
( 0.22) 

-0.81* 
( 0.22) 

-0.66* 
( 0.23) 

-0.60* 
(0.23) 

Workplace Flexibility X 
Perceived Role Strain  -0.272 

(0.194)  -0.608* 
( 0.260)  0.047 

(0.293) 

Four or More Children X 
Perceived Role Strain  1.044 

(0.805)  -0.429 
( 0.909)  5.072* 

(1.740) 

Time Spent on Home Chores 
X Perceived Work-Family 
Interference 

 0.004* 
(0.002)  0.007* 

( 0.003)  0.005* 
(0.002) 

Note: Table entries are unstandardized (metric) regression coefficients (standard errors of estimates 
are in parentheses).   *p < .05    
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            FIGURES 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Figure 1. Interaction of Time Spent on Home Chores with Perceived Work-Family         
Interference when Predicting Psychological Distress (white males with bachelor’s  
degrees and two children). 
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