
Executive Briefing
Quarter 4 - 2011

NWCOR Mission
The Northwest Center for Organizational Research exists to 

advance the understanding, practice, and development of  
managerial leadership methods that are both ethical and optimal 

for organizational performance.



About the author…
Keke Wu is an assistant professor in the College of Business of Central Washington University. 
She received her doctoral training from the University of Alabama, where she developed her major 
research interest in leadership, political behaviors, and careers. Wu has published in journals such as 
Psychological Reports and Management Review, and served as an ad hoc reviewer for Leadership Quarterly. 
As a member and reviewer, she has made numerous presentations to the Academy of Management, 
the Society of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, the Western Academy of Management, the 
Southern Management Association, and the International Association for Chinese Management 
Research.



Introduction
Work-life balance is a challenge for most of us, because work and life both come with multiple roles 
that we are expected to fulfill. For some of us, fulfilling some roles, such as a career-focused go-getter, 
may mean sacrificing other roles, such as a family-focused parent. However, most of us still try to 
strike a balance between career and family, because we value career and family equally. This study is 
for those who “want it all.”

Executive Summary
Most studies on work-life balance have focused on either employees who identified more with their 
careers,i or those who identified more with their families.ii As a result, those who “want it all,” i.e., 
those balance-focused individuals, have been neglected. Inspired by an earlier study that suggests 
that balance-focused individuals may represent the majority of the workforce, and that they may 
experience less emotional exhaustion and greater work-life balance satisfaction,iii this study is 
designed to address the following questions:

1. Does a “want-it-all” attitude help reduce family-work conflict?
2. Does this attitude also help reduce work-family stress?
3. Is it different for men and women?
4. And just for fun . . . is this a United States issue or also an issue in China?

Four samples, two from the United States and two from China, were collected to test this model:

Results from two studies with four samples supported our hypotheses that:

1. Employees with a “want-it-all” attitude reported less stress.
2. These employees experienced less stress because they saw less conflict between family 
 and work.
3. However, there was a pronounced difference in this between men and women. A “want- 
 it-all” attitude was more beneficial to men than for women when it came to family-work 
 conflict and stress.
4. These results were consistent across the United States and China.

For Those Who
Want It All
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Procedures
Study 1
Two samples of various age groups were collected for Study 1 from two countries: the United States 
and China. Data in China were collected from full-time employees enrolled in a college in Southern 
China. Data from the United States were collected via a snowball collection procedure with 
undergraduate student participants in the United States. Each student participant was instructed to 
distribute paper-and-pencil surveys to two men and two women who were employed fulltime. Below 
is a summary of the characteristics of these two samples.

Study 2
In order to generalize the results found in Study 1, one year later Study 2 used the same snowball data 
collection procedure with undergraduate student participants the United States and China. Each 
student participant was instructed to invite four individuals who were employed fulltime (two men 
and two women) to complete the surveys online. Below is a summary of the characteristics of these 
two samples.

Findings
As shown in the following figures, results from Study 1 and Study 2 were consistent across the 
United States and China. These results demonstrate that individuals with a balance-focused attitude 
perceived less conflict between family and work, and consequently reported less stress on the job. In 
addition, there was a pronounced gender difference in the stress appraisal process in all four samples: 
a balance-focused attitude was strongly and negatively related to family-work conflict only among 
the male employees, but not among the female employees. That is, only the men, but not the women, 
with a balance-focused attitude perceived less family-work conflict and reported less job stress.

It may sound counter-intuitive that those who “want it all” (i.e., balance-focused) would perceive less 
conflict and experience less stress. According to role accumulation theory,iv instead of depleting an 
individual’s resources of time and energy, a balance-focused attitude can actually allow the individual 
to accumulate these resources by assuming both work and non-work roles, and as such, they may see 
less conflict between family and work.

The finding that a “want-it-all” attitude did not help women when it comes to stress was quite a 
bummer for some colleagues. Nonetheless, a balance-focused attitude should have less of an impact 
on perceived family-work conflict among women, because women, in most societies, are expected 
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  Sample Size Age Gender Marital Status Education Org. Tenure_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

  US 222 40 50% male 67% married (or had been married) 93% associate degree or above 9 years

  China 160 44 51% male 98% married (or had been married) 97% associate degree or above 10 years

  Sample Size Age Gender Marital Status Education Org. Tenure_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

  US 313 35 51% male 57% married (or had been married) 94% associate degree or above 7 years

  China 162 44 53% male 88% married (or had been married) 97% associate degree or above 10 years
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and trained to juggle between family and work.v As a result of gender-role expectations and training, 
women’s perceptions of family-work conflict should be less influenced by their personal attitudes 
toward family and career. In contrast, men, in most societies, are not expected or trained to juggle 
between family and work, and their personal attitudes toward family and career would have a more 
pronounced impact on their perceptions of family-work conflict.vi Thus, the impact of a balance-
focused attitude on family-work conflict should be stronger for men than for women. 
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Implications
A “want-it-all” attitude may be more beneficial for men than for women, for two reasons.

1. As the traditional female gender roles center on being a good caretaker of the family, 
women may perceive that they have more obligations to fulfill family demands than men, 
besides work demands. Since organizations often base expectations in terms of position 
rather than gender, women may be left with little discretion in coping with the competing 
demands between family and work. In contrast, men typically believe that they can fulfill 
their family demands by bringing home a paycheck and limiting their role in the house 
to only “helping” their wives.vi Men, therefore, may continue to perceive that time spent 
fulfilling work demands is also investing in fulfilling family demands. Consequently, men 
may be allowed more options in handling family versus work demands. 

2. Although changes have occurred in traditional rigid sex-role divisions, today’s women still 
have to bear substantially more responsibilities for housework and childrearing than do 
their husbands. Therefore, when men have a balance-focused attitude, their wives are 
more likely to help them take care of family responsibilities; whereas, when women have 
a balance-focused attitude, their husbands are less likely to fulfill women’s expectations 
by helping with family chores.

As such, it is likely that the experience of family-work conflict differs between men and women such 
that family and work demands are mutually supportive for men, but competitive, if not mutually 
exclusive, for women. From these studies we learned that

1. From an employee’s perspective, women who “want it all” should seek spousal support 
when they feel that their work may affected by family duties. Such support can provide a 
sense of balance, and serve as a buffer against stress brought on by family-work conflict.

2. From a managerial perspective, it is important to keep in mind that female employees 
who “want it all” still bear more family responsibilities than their male counterparts. 
Attending to their need to care for their families can help curb stress levels among female 
employees.

3. From a counseling perspective, women should be advised that there is nothing wrong with 
wanting it all. In fact, a “want-it-all” attitude can be more beneficial to them if they can 
have more support in dealing with family demands. Counseling efforts should therefore 
be focused on helping women find alternative sources of such support.
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Endnotes
Contributing researchers in the Northwest Center for Organizational Research
Dr. James B. Avey
Prof. S. Duane Hansen
Prof. William Provaznik
Dr. Wendy Cook

Established by the CWU College of Business, the Northwest Center for Organizational Research 
(NWCOR) will be a leader in researching and disseminating answers to questions on ethical 
leadership and management of organizations. The NWCOR has the following goals:

• To establish a close partnership between academia and industry
•  To address critical ethical leadership and management issues in real time by providing 

practical managerial implications to academic research at CWU
•  To collaborate on research projects related to ethical leadership and management with the 

corporate community
• To provide networking opportunities with academia, practitioners, and students
• To increase the involvement and visibility of the College of Business across industries
•  To provide opportunities for student interaction and involvement (i.e., internships, 

employment) with organizations and professionals

If you would like more information on consulting or research in your firm, contact us at  
james.avey@nwcor.com.
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