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A B S T R A C T

Rationale: Work-family conflict and enrichment refer to parents' challenges and benefits of combining work and
family roles. Emerging evidence suggests detrimental effects of work-family conflict and facilitating effects of
work-family enrichment on couple, family, and child functioning. This effect may be more pronounced in mo-
thers, who must juggle different roles within the family and work context. To date, research has examined these
relations as unidirectional, but reciprocal associations may be possible.
Objective: This study investigated the shape and direction of associations between maternal work-family conflict
and enrichment, child internalizing and externalizing problems, and inter-parental conflict.
Method: Growth curve modelling used six waves of biennial data spanning ten years of childhood (4–5 to 14–15
years) for 2946 children and their employed mothers from the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children.
Results: Results indicated bidirectional associations between the work-family interface and child outcomes;
mothers' initial work-family conflict was associated with a quadratic increase in child internalizing (but not
externalizing) problems over time. Child internalizing problems at 4–5 years predicted a linear decrease in
mothers' work-family enrichment over time. However, work-family enrichment at 4–5 years was not associated
with the change in either child internalizing or externalizing problems. Work-family conflict and inter-parental
conflict at 4–5 years were not associated with change in one another. Initial work-family enrichment was as-
sociated with a quadratic decrease in inter-parental conflict, and initial inter-parental conflict was associated
with a linear increase in externalizing problems; no evident reverse association was found.
Conclusion: Findings demonstrate the importance of the work-family interface in shaping family health out-
comes. The primary direction of influence was from work-family factors to inter-parental conflict and child
mental health problems. Thus, interventions aimed at promoting family-friendly work environments and policies
would likely yield benefits for parents and their families.

1. Introduction

The vast majority of modern parents must juggle work and family
responsibilities; they experience challenges and enriching opportunities
associated with combining these roles, referred to as work-family
conflict and work-family enrichment, respectively. Recent studies show
that work-family experiences are associated with the quality of the

couple relationship and inter-parental conflict (Cooklin et al., 2015b;
Dinh et al., 2017), as well as child mental health outcomes (Dinh et al.,
2017; Hart and Kelley, 2006; Strazdins et al., 2013). However, research
to date, has focused almost exclusively on unidirectional effects, ex-
amining how the work-family interface influences couple and child
outcomes, and most of these have been cross-sectional (Cooklin et al.,
2015b; Hart and Kelley, 2006; Strazdins et al., 2013). Nevertheless,
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there may be bidirectional relations, in that work-family conflict or
enrichment may interfere with or enhance family relationships and
functioning; while equally, the functioning of the family (couple and
children) may also interfere with or improve parents' ability to manage
the work-family interface. We address this possibility using six waves of
data from a large representative sample of Australian children, to test
bidirectional associations between mothers' work-family conflict/en-
richment, inter-parental conflict, and child internalizing/externalizing
problems over 10 years of childhood and adolescence. We investigate
associations for mothers in this paper given that mothers in Australia
still perform a disproportionate amount of unpaid work at home in
addition to paid work in the labor force compared to fathers (Craig and
Sawrikar, 2009). Therefore mothers' work-family experiences are likely
to be particularly salient in their interactions with their partner and
child (Cooklin et al., 2015b).

1.1. Mothers' work-family experiences

In recent decades, the rate of employment for mothers in Australia
has increased (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011), which has had an
important impact on a number of aspects of family life (Baxter et al.,
2007). Findings from previous Australian studies indicate that having a
young child has greater impact on mothers' compared to fathers' pat-
terns and rates of employment (for a review, see Birch, 2005). The
current study uses data from the Longitudinal Study of Australian
Children (LSAC), which is a comprehensive and nationally-re-
presentative study of childhood development in Australia, tracking two
cohorts of children from birth and kindergarten age to adulthood.
Findings from previous research using LSAC data indicated that the rate
of employment for Australian mothers whose youngest child was aged
4–5 years was 60% while fathers' rate of employment at the same family
life stage was 92% (Baxter et al., 2007). In the same study mothers and
fathers reported both negative and positive experiences in combining
work and family responsibilities. However, mothers' participation in the
workforce has not been accompanied by reductions in child care and
household responsibilities (Von Doussa, 2006). Therefore, Australian
mothers are more likely to take on child care responsibilities, and their
work-family experiences may have greater impacts on family func-
tioning and child outcomes (Westrupp et al., 2016). Consequently, the
current study focusses on maternal work-family experiences and asso-
ciations with child adjustment and family functioning.

1.2. Theoretical framework

The intersection between work and family can be understood in
relation to a population health perspective. Population health refers to
the relative distribution of health outcomes within large groups of in-
dividuals, with a key focus on identifying patterns in relation to de-
terminants of health, as well as policies and interventions that link
health determinants to health outcomes (Kindig and Stoddart, 2003).
Health determinants include a combination of social, environmental,
and behavioral factors, which contribute to health inequalities at a
population level (Hämmig et al., 2014). The workplace environment is
considered to be one of the major sources of health inequalities
(Hämmig and Bauer, 2013). For example, a lack of autonomy, job in-
security, and long and inflexible work hours are associated with high
levels of work-family conflict and poor mental health in parents
(Cooklin et al., 2015a).

The increased rate of women's participation in labor markets means
that a higher proportion of workers have primary caring responsibilities
and may experience challenges in combining these responsibilities with
paid work. In this way, mothers' work and family lives, their interac-
tions with their family members, and consequently their child's devel-
opmental trajectories may be influenced by cultural and workplace
trends and government policies that influence the workplace environ-
ment. In this study we conceptualize mothers' work-family experiences

as social determinants of health through which broad level social po-
licies and practices may filter down to affect child mental health.

The nature of associations between the work-family interface and
child mental health can be understood from the conservation of re-
sources perspective (Hobfoll, 1989), where work-family experiences
and influences on individuals are thought to be reciprocally reinforcing.
According to this theory, parents can be described as having finite re-
sources, such as time and energy. When parents' resources are depleted
persistently over time they are vulnerable to experiencing ‘loss spirals’.
For example, work-family conflict as a stressor leads to poor well-being,
and poor well-being in turn reinforces more resource loss and work-
family conflict over time (Matthews et al., 2014). Likewise, ‘gain
spirals’ are also possible, such that individuals with enriching work-
family roles experience improved well-being, which in turn triggers
further resource gains (Matthews et al., 2014). However, the notion of
loss and gain spirals in relation to work-family experiences and child
outcomes have not been examined yet.

It is possible that child factors influence parents' experiences of
work. For example, parents of a child with a mental health problem
may need to invest additional time and energy resources to manage
child behavior or other problems within the family or to access support
services for the child. In combination with other family responsibilities,
these commitments may result in depleting parent resources, in turn
reinforcing parents' experience of work-family conflict, and reducing
the potential for work-family enrichment. In contrast, parents' experi-
ence of work-family enrichment may be reinforced by rewarding family
commitments. For instance, warm, positive parent-child relationships
in context of high functioning children with good mental health may
facilitate parents' ability to combine work and family responsibilities,
with positive effects crossing over by reinforcing positive mood and
interpersonal interactions in the work realm. Longitudinal research is
needed to test this possibility.

1.3. The work-family interface: a determinant of childhood mental health

Recent studies utilizing LSAC data have found associations between
the work-family interface and child global and mental health. Mothers'
work-family experiences have been found to be associated with child-
hood internalizing and externalizing problems cross-sectionally at 4–5
years (Strazdins et al., 2013), and longitudinally (Dinh et al., 2017) via
poor parent mental health, parenting irritability, and poor quality
parental relationship (Dinh et al., 2017; Strazdins et al., 2013). Like-
wise, Westrupp et al. (2016) found reciprocal associations between
work-family conflict and maternal psychological distress over eight
years, and poor child global health (entered as a covariate) was asso-
ciated with both high maternal work-family conflict and psychological
distress.

Scholars have also utilized samples from other countries, and these
findings have indicated the presence of associations between maternal
work-family experiences and child mental health. For example, Hart
and Kelley (2006) used a sample of 1–4 year old American children and
found that mothers' (but not fathers') work-family conflict was con-
currently associated with child internalizing and externalizing pro-
blems. Likewise, drawing on a sample of 3–6 year old Portuguese
children, Vieira et al. (2016) found that mothers' work-family conflict
and enrichment were cross-sectionally associated with child inter-
nalizing and externalizing problems through mother-child interactions.
However, the direction of association between the work-family inter-
face and child mental health requires further investigation. This is
important because if child factors are found to influence mothers' work-
family experiences, then considering those child factors in the context
of policy, intervention, and workplace practices may help mothers in
modern society function better in managing both their work and family
responsibilities.

The possibility of reverse (i.e., mutual) association between child
factors and the work-family interface has scarcely been investigated.
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