
Flexible working, work-family conflict and maternal gatekeeping: the daily 

experiences of dual-earner couples 

Abstract 

This paper explores the impact of flexible working on the daily experiences of work-family 

conflict for dual-earner couples with child dependants. In exploring these daily experiences, 

the occurrence of maternal gatekeeping behaviours, and the relationship between flexible 

working and such behaviours, is investigated. We draw on episodic and longitudinal data 

from qualitative diaries kept for a one-month period by both members of 24 couples (48 

participants) as well as from introductory and subsequent in-depth qualitative interviews 

with the couples, both together and apart. We report evidence suggesting that work-family 

conflicts are experienced and resolved differently, depending on whether it is the male or 

the female who works flexibly within dual-earner couples. This link between flexible working 

and gender is demonstrated to have an important impact on maternal gatekeeping 

behaviours, which are highlighted as playing a crucial role in such daily experiences and how 

they are resolved. 

Practitioner points 

• Traditional gender norms still play a role in parents’ decisions to work flexibly and 
workers who opt for non-traditional routes may feel stigmatised. 

• HR departments and employers need to promote the legitimacy of male access to 
flexible working and work-life balance policies so these are not perceived as 
opportunities for mothers alone.  

• Greater father take-up of work-life balance initiatives that offer more opportunities 
for involvement in childcare should be encouraged.  

• Employers should offer a variety of flexible working arrangements to provide 
employees with desirable and healthy resolution options when faced with incidents 
of work-family conflict.  
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Introduction 

The steady increase in women’s participation in the workforce over the last forty 

years (Massarelli & Wozowczyk, 2009; EHRC, 2008; Harkness, 2008) has led to an increase in 

dual-earner couples and a move away from the traditional male-breadwinner model of the 

family. This means that most workers, regardless of gender, now have an employed partner 

and both male and female workers increasingly have to integrate the goals and demands 

related to their families, their careers, and frequently their partners’ careers as well (Moen 

& Sweet, 2002). Subsequently issues surrounding the occurrence and management of work-

family conflict, a form of inter-role conflict in which role pressures from the work and family 

domains are, in some respect, incompatible (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985), have become key. 

In response, governments across the globe have introduced a variety of policies that aim to 

enable employees to manage both their family and work responsibilities. Much of the 

legislation across countries has focused on part-time work and the right to request a 

reduction in working hours (Hegewisch & Gornick, 2011). In the UK a variety of government 

work-life balance initiatives have been introduced over the last two decades. Indeed the 

current coalition government has very recently extended the right to request flexible 

working further to all employees, meaning that employers now have a duty to consider all 

requests in a reasonable manner (ACAS, 2013). Concurrently there has also been an increase 

in the variety of official flexible working arrangements available in organisations, from 

flexible working and homeworking to job-sharing and school term-time working (Wanrooy 

et al, 2013).  

Despite this increase in awareness from policy makers and practitioners, research 

still reports significant gaps between the proposed idealised outcomes of flexible working 
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arrangements and their reality (Kossek et al, 2010; Beauregard & Henry, 2009). Numerous 

problems with the utilisation of these policies have been raised with a particular emphasis 

on stigmatisation (Gatrell & Cooper, 2008; Coronel et al, 2010; Holt & Lewis, 2011) and the 

proliferation of traditional gender stereotypes and inequality in the workplace and at home 

maintained by societal structures (Rapoport et al 2002; Brandth & Kvande, 2001; 2009; 

Harkness, 2008; Morehead, 2005).  Another possible contributory explanation that has 

received much less attention in the literature is the impact of ‘maternal gatekeeping’, 

defined as, “a collection of beliefs and behaviours that ultimately inhibit a collaborative 

effort between men and women in family work by limiting men’s opportunities for learning 

and growing through caring for home and children” (Allen & Hawkins, 1999:200). This 

highlights the possible role that women may play in limiting the involvement of their male 

partners on a daily basis. 

This paper seeks to explore the impact that the use of flexible working within dual-

earner couples has on how daily work and family responsibilities are managed, as well as 

why this is the case. Therefore we are asking, what impact does flexible working have on 

daily practice within dual-earner couples and does gender play a role? We investigate this 

through an examination of couple’s experiences of managing daily work-family conflicts.  

Flexible working  

Here we use the term flexible workers to refer to those who perceive themselves as 

having work that is flexible in the sense that they have control over their own schedules. In 

this sense we use the definition of Hill et al (2008, p.152) conceptualising flexible working as 

“the ability of workers to make choices influencing when, where, and for how long they 

engage in work-related tasks”. Research suggests that flexible working is not just in the 
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interests of employees. Flexible working has been championed by some companies in 

response to increased globalisation, competition growth and the consequential need for 

business to be conducted around the clock (Lewis et al, 2009). In this way, while flexible 

working practices may enable employees to manage both their work and caregiving 

responsibilities, they can also lead to an increase in time spent working further intensified 

by rapid technological advances blurring the boundaries between work and home (Fenner & 

Renn, 2010). Employees may feel obliged or even pressurised to work longer hours as a 

form of reciprocation in terms of exchanging their own leisure time and an increase in effort 

for the perceived privilege of being permitted to work flexibly (Kelliher & Anderson, 2010; 

Meyer et al., 2001) or to avoid losing a job that offers them such flexibility (Shepard et al., 

1996). Furthermore part-time and flexible working have been linked to discrimination, low 

pay and reduced opportunities for promotion (Gatrell 2005, 2007, Gatrell & Cooper, 2008; 

Coronel et al, 2010). Indeed the use of such policies can be highly stigmatised in that 

stereotypes abound those who take advantage of such policies as less committed to their 

work (Holt & Lewis, 2011; Lewis & Humbert, 2010).   

Gender Differences  

These stereotypes and subsequent stigmatisation can undermine the benefits of 

such policies as well as proliferating gender inequality in the workplace given that they are 

often seen to be aimed at women with young children (Rapoport et al, 2002; Wise & Bond, 

2003). Stereotypes of ideal workers differentially affect men and women with women being 

perceived as less able to meet these standards, therefore being rated lower in performance 

than male colleagues despite reporting similar levels of involvement in both work and family 

roles (King, 2008). Irrespective of the present government emphasis on the right to request 
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flexible working for all employees (ACAS, 2013), research suggests that gender differences in 

the use of such policies prevail (e.g. Brandth & Kvande, 2001; Brescoll et al, 2013) with 

women being more aware of the various flexible working options available and feeling more 

able to access such policies (Kersley et al, 2006). This undermines their intended focus on 

encouraging all employers to consider alternative ways of working in order to adapt to the 

changing world in which we live and work. 

Other research has suggested that the experience of daily work-family conflict and 

lack of work-life balance might be more prevalent for women than men as they take on the 

majority of the housework despite their greater participation in the paid labour force (Kan & 

Gershuny, 2010; Harkness, 2008; Crompton et al, 2005). Females also take on “additional 

labour” (Morehead, 2005) in the form of work needed to maintain arrangements that 

parents have in place such as arranging support, and mothers’ managing father’s domestic 

work or childcare responsibilities. Previous research has implied differences in the 

experiences of men and women in dealing with work-family conflicts with job stress being 

related to role conflict more often for women than for men (Greenglass, et al, 1988) and 

emotional exhaustion also reported to be stronger among female employees when 

compared to male (Posig & Kickul, 2004). Such research suggests that it is important to 

acknowledge the differences in work-family conflict experiences of men and women. 

Maternal Gatekeeping 

There has been a great deal of research emphasis on the aforementioned 

stigmatisation, workplace inequality and gender stereotyping with regards to the notion of 

the ‘ideal’ worker. However, an additional possible explanation for such reported 

differences in the experiences of women as compared to men, which has received much less 
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attention in the literature, is the impact of ‘maternal gatekeeping’ (Allen & Hawkins, 1999). 

Maternal gatekeeping is conceptualized as the mother imposing some degree of restriction 

on the father’s involvement with children (Allen & Hawkins, 1999). More recently Puhlman 

and Pasley (2013) have suggested that this involves any attempt, conscious or subconscious, 

by the mother, to influence father involvement in, and interaction with, the children via 

controlling, facilitative, and restrictive behaviors. Allen and Hawkins (1999) suggest that 

over twenty per cent of mothers engage in this behaviour, and subsequently, while it is not 

suggested that this is the primary reason for the lesser involvement of men in childcare 

activities, this may be one factor playing a role in the disparity between the daily work-life 

experiences of the two genders. Such behaviours have been shown to occur regardless of 

the level of personal needs or objective difficulties experienced and can subsequently lead 

to tensions between couples due to the mother taking on a much heavier burden in terms 

of childcare, and the father feeling segregated from such activities (Kulik & Tsoref, 2010). 

It unclear as to whether gatekeeping is a product of low paternal involvement in 

parenting or a source of it, with more recent research arguing that it is both (Hauser, 2012). 

Kulik and Tsoref (2010) suggest that, as well as mother's gender role ideology; her 

evaluations of her partner’s involvement in childcare are key in determining maternal 

gatekeeping behaviours. The more satisfied the mother is with her husband's involvement 

in child care, the more confidence she has in his ability to care for the children, and the 

greater her tendency to let him enter that territory. As mothers often feel pressures from 

perceived societal norms and intensive mothering ideals they may feel reluctant to seek 

support with childcare from their partner, or from others (Kilzer & Pederson, 2011). This can 

also lead to mothers feeling that others, including their partners, are unable to provide 
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adequate childcare without their guidance which in turn may act as a barrier to father’s 

involvement and subsequently their paternal identity (Perälä-Littunen, 2007).  

Despite the growing literature on maternal gatekeeping within the family studies 

discipline, the majority of research carried out in this area has been quantitative using 

survey questionnaires. No previous research has explored how maternal gatekeeping affects 

daily experiences in terms of managing home and work responsibilities and no research 

investigates this at the level of the couple, gaining the perspectives of both the males and 

females involved. Those qualitative studies that have explored maternal gatekeeping in 

greater depth have tended to focus on maternal gatekeeping in separated families, rather 

than within the context of couple households (e.g. Pruett et al, 2006; Trinder, 2008). There 

is a scarcity of in-depth examination of the role that women themselves might play in 

limiting the involvement of their male partners (Hauser, 2012), as well as the impact that 

maternal and paternal employment patterns might have on such behaviours, particularly on 

a daily basis (Meteyer & Perry-Jenkins 2010; Pedersen & Kilzer, 2014). 

Recent research has found evidence suggesting that an increase in work-family 

conflict experiences might actually lead to females increasing gatekeeping behaviours in an 

attempt to protect their maternal identities (Pederson & Kilzer, 2014). Despite findings 

indicating that maternal employment and subsequent increases in work-family conflict 

could actually exacerbate maternal gatekeeping behaviours, no research to date has 

explored how the use of flexible working might impact upon this relationship. It is possible 

that flexible working could ease work-family conflict experiences and therefore reduce 

maternal gatekeeping behaviour. Alternatively, flexible working could be one way in which 

women are enabled to maintain control over the home domain, therefore actually 
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encouraging maternal gatekeeping to a greater extent and subsequently increasing their 

experiences of work-family conflict.  

There is also currently no research investigating the impact that male utilisation of 

flexible working has on maternal gatekeeping behaviour. Flexible working can provide 

fathers with the ability to be more involved in childcare, which could threaten the 

traditional maternal role and lead to further encouragement of maternal gatekeeping 

behaviour (Kulik & Tsoref, 2010). Alternatively, it seems plausible that  greater opportunity 

for father involvement could reduce maternal work-family conflict, as well as providing 

greater opportunity to instil the mother with confidence in the father’s ability to care for the 

children (Kulik & Tsoref, 2010; Pederson & Kilzer, 2014), therefore reducing maternal 

gatekeeping behaviour and leading to greater equality in balancing work and home 

responsibilities. These are questions that remain unexplored in the current literature but 

that have the potential to add to our understanding of the way in which flexible working 

could either help or hinder equality in how family responsibilities are managed within 

couples. 

We are not suggesting here that maternal gatekeeping offers a replacement or 

conflicting argument to that which highlights the impact that societal institutions and 

structures play in the explanation of persistent gender inequalities. Rather, we consider the 

possibility that mothers may sometimes contribute to inequalities in the area of parenting 

to be an important issue that should be explored in greater depth. The links between such 

behaviours and flexible working utilisation within couples remains an area that could 

enhance our understanding of how such issues could begin to be addressed. 

The Context of the Couple 
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In the majority of work in this area, the impact of flexible working on work-non-work 

events, including studies exploring gender differences, has been investigated at the level of 

the individual (e.g. Kossek & Ozeki, 1998; Poppleton et al, 2008; Russell et al, 2009). This is 

despite the growing recognition that those balancing the demands of the work-family 

interface often do so within the context of a couple. There have been numerous studies 

calling for dyadic research using couples to investigate the dynamics of work-family conflict 

suggesting that such research has the ability to provide a more complete understanding of 

such experiences (e.g. Eby et al, 2005, Radcliffe, 2013). Research focusing only on the 

individual overlooks the complexities, both in terms of practicalities and emotions inherent 

when men and women attempt to coordinate their work and family commitments with 

those of their partners  and with the needs of their families (Crouter & Manke, 1997; 

Radcliffe & Cassell, 2014; Sanz-Vergel et al, 2014).  

Previous work-family research that has explored interactions within couples has 

reported the vital nature of the interdependence between partners. One of the few studies 

that did look at couples rather than individuals with regards to experiences of work-family 

conflict was by Hammer, Allen and Grigsby (1997), who found important crossover effects of 

work-family conflict between the two individuals within a couple and concluded by 

suggesting that future research focuses on the couple as the unit of analysis rather than the 

individual. Beyond crossover, individuals’ choices are always shaped by the people in their 

lives therefore a realistic view of the individual as part of a system of interconnected 

individuals is fundamental to understanding how people manage their work and family 

responsibilities (Moen & Sweet, 2002, Bluestein, 2001). Poppleton and colleagues (2008) 

observed that work–non-work conflict can originate from the responses of partners, 
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becoming an interpersonal process, which is a relatively new idea in the work-family 

literature. They refer to Perlow’s (1998) study of managerial boundary control which 

identified ‘resister’ spouses who can exacerbate work-non-work difficulties faced by their 

partners by, for example, setting limits on what they are prepared to accept in terms of 

their partner’s work demands. Based on her findings she concluded that work–non-work 

conflict is underpinned by an interpersonal, rather than merely an intra-psychic, process. A 

focus on the use of flexible working arrangements and maternal gatekeeping behaviour 

within the partnership of couples could help individuals, couples, and organizations better 

understand how the availability of flexible working for each partner can affect the dynamics 

within the couple, their experience of work-family conflict and how they manage their work-

family responsibilities together on a daily basis.  

Other limitations in the work-life literature 

Greenhaus (2008) noted that a number of reviews of the field have drawn attention 

to some of the theoretical and methodological limitations in our knowledge and 

understanding of this area (e.g. Casper et. al., 2007). As noted by Eby et al (2005) in their 

review of the work–family literature, industrial–organizational psychology research has 

tended to focus on the centrality of the work role rather than the family role in people’s 

lives. This overemphasis on the work domain results in a limited perspective on the totality 

of work– family experiences. Furthermore the focus of the majority of previous research 

upon a ‘levels’ approach where conflict is conceptualized and measured as a consolidated 

level makes it difficult to capture any of the specific details regarding how flexible working 

impacts upon work–family conflict events or the role that maternal gatekeeping might play. 
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An alternative approach focuses upon events and episodes. Much of the extant 

episodic research concerns the relationships between conflict, mood and other outcomes, 

using daily diaries or surveys exploring how mood can spill over across domains (Poppleton 

et al., 2008; Butler et al, 2005; Sanz-Vergel et al, 2014). Other research investigates 

interpersonal crossover effects, which refers to the impact that one person’s mood has on 

those closest to them (e.g. Bakker et al., 2009; Sanz-Vergel et al, 2014). However to date, 

there has been a scarcity of research that has taken an episodic approach in exploring the 

impact of flexible working on how couples manage daily work-family responsibilities. One 

exception is research conducted by Poppleton, Briner and Kiefer (2008) who collected daily 

diary data on work-non-work events in two contrasting organisations.  They found that high 

levels of work to non-work facilitation and work to non-work conflict were reported in the 

flexible organisation whereas high levels of both positive and negative spillover from work 

to non-work and vice versa were found to be more predominant in the less flexible 

organisation. Work to non-work conflict was actually lower in the less flexible organisation 

with the implication that routine and predictability of working patterns may have exerted a 

protective effect. Poppleton et al (2008) emphasised the advantages of taking an episodic 

approach in terms of capturing immediate assessments of daily experiences in relation to 

flexible working, enabling more accurate judgments of the impact of such working 

arrangements, based on real and experienced events. 

The current research uses in-depth, qualitative daily diaries to explore the role that 

flexible working plays in how dual-earner couples deal with daily incidents of work-family 

conflict, the dynamics involved and the subsequent outcome of the resolutions made. Using 

couples as the unit of analysis permits the exploration of the impact that flexible working 
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availability across partners within dual-earner couples has on how work-family conflicts are 

experienced and managed on a daily basis including the role that maternal gatekeeping 

might play. The research questions addressed are: 

• What is the impact of flexible working on couples’ daily experiences of managing 

work-life conflict? 

• What impact, if any, does gender have on these experiences? 

Method 

Forty-eight people took part in the study comprising of twenty-four dual-earner 

couples (meaning that both parties were involved in paid work outside the home) who were 

also responsible for child dependents. Participants were from a variety of organizations and 

occupations from both the public and the private sector. Access to flexible working was not 

an initial selection criteria for involvement in the study and therefore participants’ access to 

flexible working was mixed. At least one person within eighteen of the twenty-four couples 

identified themselves as working flexibly and there were four couples within which both 

partners discussed having flexible working arrangements. Participants were recruited during 

spring 2009 using self-selection and snowball sampling. An information sheet explaining why 

the research was being carried out and what was involved in taking part was presented to 

potential participants. This was initially distributed around organisations where the authors 

had known contacts and subsequently passed on to relevant known others by participants. 

Each initial interview was conducted by the first author and lasted between 30 and 90 

minutes. These interviews took place in the interviewees’ own homes, with both members 
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of the couple present. Details of the sample and their occupations can be found in Table 

One. All names have been changed to protect the identity of the participants.  

[Insert Table One about here] 

Initial interviews began with demographic questions before focusing upon areas of 

difficulty with regard to work-family conflict, how decisions were made, and potential 

conflicts resolved. Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis.  

All participants were then given a diary to keep individually for four weeks where they were 

asked to report all incidents of work-family conflict experienced and the consequent 

decisions made as and when they occurred. Four weeks later, when the couples had 

completed the diary, they were given a second follow up interview, this time individually. 

This acted as an opportunity for participants to discuss any issues that had been raised while 

completing the diary, whilst also providing an opportunity to follow-up on any important 

discussion points. During the initial interview clear and detailed instructions were provided 

with regards to what participants were being asked to record in their diaries, including the 

necessary level of detail. The inclusion of minor, routine work-family conflicts was also 

stressed along with reference being made to specific examples.  

Forty-three decisions were reported in participants’ interviews and 255 daily conflict 

episodes were reported within their diaries. Nearly one third of these conflicts (seventy-six) 

were reported as being resolved by utilising flexible working of either (or both) partners. 

Entries were reported on around twenty percent of observed diary days, which was 

considered a good response rate. Response rates varied between participants with some 

recording entries and reporting conflicts more frequently than others. The least number of 

conflicts reported throughout the four-week diary period was three and this was by Nigel. 
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The greatest number reported was fourteen by both Janet and Marissa. The sophistication 

of responses recorded within the diary entries also varied. While some participants provided 

greater depth in their responses including their accompanying thought processes, others 

provided much less detail, particularly in terms of their own reasoning, when recording 

these incidents. For these participants, follow-up interviews were particularly important and 

informative with regards to gaining extra insight into the incidents discussed in their diaries. 

In this way, using diaries in conjunction with interviews helped to counteract some of the 

limitations of using either method alone and allowed for a detailed picture of events and 

experiences to be captured (Radcliffe, 2013).  

Transcribed interviews were analysed along with the diary data using a thematic 

template (King, 2004). The interview transcripts and diary data were first read with a broad 

view of exploring how couples managed work–family conflict situations and the different 

factors impacting how resolutions were made. The initial template was developed by the 

first author who examined a sub-set of the transcript data (diaries and interviews from one 

couple), and defined codes in light of the research question regarding experiences of work–

family conflict and decision making. Codes were organized hierarchically with the highest-

level codes representing broad themes and the lower levels describing more narrowly 

focused themes within these broader themes (King, 2004). The full sets of transcripts and 

diaries were then worked through systematically, identifying those sections of text that 

were relevant to the research questions and marking them with the corresponding code 

from the initial template. Further changes were then made to the template; involving the 

grouping together of several themes. For instance, ‘the availability of flexible working’ was 

incorporated as a lower order theme under the broad theme of ‘available support’, which 
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was grouped under the main theme of ‘enabling and constraining factors’. This more 

effectively described the impact that the availability of flexible working was having on 

participants’ decision making.  This template then served as the basis for interpretation of 

the dataset along with additional across couple comparisons. These comparisons were 

carried out on individual work-family incidents so that perceptions and descriptions of the 

same event from two different viewpoints could be analysed. There was great consistency 

between the conflict incidents reported within each couple with each account frequently 

including additional information leading to a more detailed picture of what had occurred. 

Notably, numerous incidents were reported by female participants that were not recorded 

by their partners. We now turn to the outcomes of this analysis.  

Findings 

In this section we focus on the impact that the availability of workplace flexibility had 

on couple’s daily experiences of work-family conflict, with a focus on the gender differences 

that were highlighted in our findings.   

The daily impact of women having greater flexibility 

Where women had a more flexible job than their partner they tended to take on the 

majority of the family responsibilities thereby increasing the pressures upon them. This was 

demonstrated by Janet who reported feeling frequently stressed due to the flexible nature 

of her job and the constant feeling that she should be attending to responsibilities in both 

domains. For example in her diary she discussed an incident when their son was off school 

ill: 
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“If I take annual leave I will be short for the rest of the leave period....But if I work 

from home I will be stressed as not able to concentrate on either task....Decided that 

son not too ill so should be able to manage”  

Her partner Rick was not discussed in Janet’s consideration of any possible conflict 

resolution strategies and he did not mention this incident in his diary, highlighting how Janet 

strived to deal with such conflicts on her own. Where the woman had the more flexible job 

this tended to relinquish their male partners from the majority of the family responsibilities. 

Indeed there were numerous instances where women reported a conflict in their diary that 

was not mentioned by their male partner in his diary. Sole ownership of work-family conflict 

resolution by the women with job flexibility was however recognised in comments made by 

their partners in their interviews. For example, Tom stated that “Generally when making 

decisions I just go with what Julie says!” and when Adam was asked about his role as parent, 

he said “Well, erm, I suppose I just do what I can really”. His partner Sarah acknowledged 

taking on this responsibility stating that “it is me who sorts out the childcare”. In his follow-

up interview Ben reported that he had “struggled a little bit” to find many conflicts to report 

because “Sylvia [his partner] is a born organiser anyway and I just go along with it and go 

with the flow. Sylvia organises everything.” Similarly, in Adam’s follow-up interview he 

explained that he 

“…struggled a bit because Sarah does most of it with the kids.... if it’s going to take 

all day it’s usually Sarah who stays at home. She can take time off work better than I 

can I suppose” 
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The females who worked more flexibly did not tend to acknowledge this inequality, but 

rather accepted this as normal and expected. For instance Hannah and Jane both explained 

why they tended to be more involved in resolving daily work-family conflict incidents:  

Hannah: “He just sort of goes to work and comes home and he doesn’t really get 

involved because his hours are longer than mine so it’s easier for me to leave work if 

necessary than him really” 

Jane: “It is ok to change my day off because my job is very flexible so I can just send 

my boss an e-mail saying I won’t be in tomorrow and I will be in on Thursday instead. 

It is a lot less hassle for me to stay off work than for Mike” 

Within these relationships then, men were shielded from the daily conflicts that arose. This 

was further highlighted in their diary entries, where they reported very few work-family 

conflicts. Therefore males and females appeared to differ in their involvement in the 

decision-making process needed to resolve a conflict. Indeed when women had the more 

flexible jobs, their male partners often failed to experience regular daily incidents of work-

family conflict because of their lack of involvement in the resolution process.  

A different, but possibly concurrent, perspective can be understood in diary entries 

by both Janet and Rick. In her diary, Janet described a work-family conflict that occurred due 

to a work call over-running. She was “Panicking when it got to 5:10pm as the kids would be 

home and Gregory needs to be out again at 5:45pm.” However, in her partner Rick’s diary 

entry it became clear that he was already home from work and able to take their son to his 

self-defence class without any problem: 
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“Janet had a panic because she was late home – no sweat really I took Gregory to 

self-defence and had tea later on”  

This implies that Janet takes on this responsibility even when her partner is available to 

help. She expressed concern about whether or not her partner would be able to organise 

this in her absence, saying that she “wondered if Rick would get him out on time”. Examples 

such as this highlight the possibility that in some cases women may be reluctant or unwilling 

to relinquish their control in the home domain. In their interview, Nick talked about how 

they were “at least trying to balance out who takes time off work” but that his partner 

Angela actually “takes more time out of work than I do”. When asked further questions 

about the reasons for this they explained that: 

Nick: “She’s [their daughter] still obviously at an age where you know she’s still very 

young and attached and Angela’s not necessarily wanted to leave her when she’s 

really ill so that sometimes comes into it” 

Angela: “But like in that first week she was like Nick could have had her but I didn’t 

want to....I couldn’t have left because she was still so weak.” 

It may be that women still view this as their maternal role and, as this is likely to be 

regarded as a highly important role to their self-concept, this causes them to be reluctant to 

relinquish part of it to their partner. Alternatively, women may simply be accustomed to 

taking on this role. Either way this leaves less room for input from their partners. Olivia and 

Ray also discussed this in their interview: 

Olivia: But you get ratty but like if it’s something to do with Marcus [their son] I 

always think it’s my responsibility to do it and he gets ratty because he thinks dads 
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get left out. He always wants to do it so we do argue then, not argue, but we do 

disagree. If it’s only one of us that can go from school he’ll say no I’m going and I say 

no I’m going! You do though don’t you? That’s the only time we disagree isn’t it 

really? 

Ray: Yeah because I think everything is aimed at mums. 

Olivia: Oh he has a big thing about this! 

Ray: It used to be mother and baby parking spaces and its mother and baby toilets.... 

Olivia: You have a big thing about it. You know like when they send forms or 

something for parents to sign I always just get them out of Marcus’ bag and fill them 

in and he’s like why can’t I sign it? I’m his dad! 

Ray: Why can’t I do that? I want to do that! 

This not only highlights how in some cases women may be inclined to automatically take on 

this role, leaving little opportunity for their partner to be involved, but also serves as a 

reminder regarding the impact that society still has on this gender divide. In many social 

settings the focus remains on women as the primary carer of the child, which therefore puts 

restrictions on men who do want to take on this role. 

The daily impact of men having greater flexibility 

As mentioned above, males and females appeared to differ in their involvement in 

the decision-making process required to reach a resolution to a conflict and hence whether 

or not they actually experienced an event as a conflict. When males had the more flexible 

jobs females remained highly involved in the resolution process therefore still experiencing 
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all conflict incidents themselves. While those men whose partners worked flexibly often 

failed to report incidents of work-family conflict that were reported in their partners’ 

diaries, there were no conflicts recorded in male participants’ diaries that were not at least 

mentioned in their female partners’ diaries. This was still the case for those females whose 

partners had substantially greater flexibility at work than they themselves had access to.  

Females who had limited flexibility at work, but whose partners had fairly flexible 

jobs, continued to report frequent daily conflicts in their diaries highlighting their active 

involvement in daily family-related activities. For example, Lucy’s partner Paul had a 

particularly flexible job which she frequently relied on, however, she still reported daily 

conflicts throughout her diary including those related to the daily picking up and dropping 

off of the children which sometimes conflicted with meeting the requirements of her set 

work schedule. A similar situation was observed in Jasmine’s diary. Despite her partner 

working flexibly; while her work hours were fairly rigid, she reported numerous daily 

conflicts. For example, she reported an incident where she had taken her son to a hospital 

appointment before school which lasted longer than anticipated and therefore meant she 

would be late arriving at her own workplace. In this instance she did not rely on her 

partner’s more flexible job but resolved the incident with her employer: 

“I rang my boss and said you’ve got two options, either I’m going to have to bring 

Jack with me or I’m going to be late. He said right, just bring Jack with you.” 

These findings highlight that whilst a woman’s flexible working arrangements might to some 

extent shield their partners’ from the experience of daily work-family conflicts; when men 

worked flexibly this did not have the same shielding effect for their female partners. 
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Although women did discuss their partner’s job flexibility as being extremely helpful this did 

not prevent them from experiencing daily conflicts themselves.  

Women whose partners had more flexible jobs were still actively involved in the 

resolution of the conflict, even when they were unable to resolve the conflict themselves 

directly. For example, Edward had a much more flexible job than his partner Linda and he 

was usually able to work from home. They relied on his flexibility to resolve many of the 

daily childcare issues, such as providing childcare during the summer holidays. Despite this 

they both reported the same incidents throughout their diaries showing that the daily 

conflicts were experienced and felt by them both and therefore discussed and resolved 

together, even if she was unable to actively help with childcare. For instance on an occasion 

when her partner was unable to work from home during the summer holidays, Linda 

explained: 

“We both spoke about leaving the boys home alone but felt that 3 hours was too 

long so we discussed alternatives....Decided to ring the mother of one of our 

youngest son’s friends to see if he could go and play there for a few hours” 

This demonstrates not only that she experienced this incident as a conflict but also that she 

was involved in its resolution despite being unable to take the time off work herself. Edward 

also wrote in his diary that he “was uncomfortable leaving the boys home alone for that 

amount of time”. This type of synchronicity was common throughout their diary entries. A 

similar pattern could be seen in conflicts reported by other couples where the male had the 

greater job flexibility. For instance, Steve was the only male participant to work part-time 

and he also worked flexibly. Despite this his partner Melanie still reported regular work-

family conflicts in her diary. For instance, if he was unable to look after their daughter at a 
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time that he normally would, she would discuss this in her diary as a conflict that she was 

also working to resolve. This was a stark contrast to those couples where the man had the 

less flexible job in which case, as previously demonstrated, they often appeared uninvolved 

and in many cases, did not even acknowledge the conflict in their diaries. 

Two of the couples in the current study recognised the males as the primary carers 

of their children, which, although the females still appeared to be actively involved in 

resolving any work-family conflict issues, appeared to be a sensitive subject. For Melanie 

and Steve this came about due to external circumstances as he was made redundant shortly 

before their daughter was born. Linda and Edward, who both worked full-time but with the 

majority of his work carried out flexibly and from home, appeared reluctant to discuss the 

reasons behind their decision to rely on Edward as the primary carer. In their interview, they 

appeared defensive in their answers surrounding this topic and when discussing this 

particular decision Linda said:  

“I will be very honest with you; I think Ed takes more of the responsibility for that. 

That’s a choice that we’ve made that he takes more of the responsibility because he’s 

the main carer. It’s a personal choice. If we could just leave it at that.” 

The implication here is that such a decision, which goes against traditional gender norms, is 

still not an easy choice to make due to the expectations about parental norms that remain 

within our society. Whilst men having greater flexibility can lead to increased equality in 

managing the responsibilities of the home domain there may still be some resistance to 

challenges to traditional gender roles. 
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Discussion 

In answer to the research question exploring the impact of flexibility on couples' 

daily experiences of managing work-life conflict, our findings suggest that there is a 

differential impact depending on who has the flexible job. Men and women differed in their 

involvement in the decision-making processes associated with incidences of work family 

conflict. Where women had the more flexible job, they often took complete responsibility 

for resolving the conflict and their male partners rarely recognised the incident as such. 

Where men had the more flexible job, the women took an equal role in seeking to resolve 

the conflict. Although other studies have highlighted the protective effect of jobs for some 

people who have limited flexibility at work (e.g. Poppleton et al, 2008), by conducting daily 

diary studies with both members of a couple we have highlighted the impact that such 

protection for one member of a couple, can have on their partner on a daily basis. These 

findings also concur somewhat with previous research demonstrating that men tend to 

receive more support from their spouse than vice versa (e.g. van Daalen et al, 2005). 

Previous research has implied differences in the experiences of dealing with work-family 

conflicts for women and men. Examples include; job stress being related to role conflict 

more often for women (Greenglass, Pantony & Burke, 1988), and women having  greater 

difficulty in achieving control over competing demands generated from the various roles 

(Duxbury & Higgins, 1991). Furthermore, the relationship between family-work conflict and 

emotional exhaustion is stronger among female employees when compared to male 

employees (Posig & Kickul, 2004), and gender moderates the relationship between family-

work conflict and job performance with the relationship being stronger among female 

employees (Yavas et al, 2008). Our analysis regarding the relative amount of responsibility 
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taken on by women in the home domain, particularly when it is the female who works 

flexibly, could provide some explanation for these findings. 

 

Our findings also suggest that one explanation for this imbalance might be the 

reluctance of women to relinquish or even share the primary care-giving role. Such 

reluctance has been discussed previously in the literature where it has been referred to as 

‘maternal gatekeeping’ (e.g. Allen & Hawkins, 1999; Beitel & Parke, 1998). Rosenbaum and 

Cohen (1999) noted that there are some cases in the literature which suggest that the stress 

of working mothers is due to their perceptions of the impact of outside employment on 

their role as mothers. It is possible that some women perceive a threat to their maternal 

role; a role which is highly important to their self-concept, and are therefre reluctant to be 

less involved in this role by sharing the responsibility with their partner. It may also be that 

women are simply accustomed to taking on this role, leaving less room for input from their 

partners. Brandth and Kvande (2001) explored the success of paternal leave schemes in 

Norway by investigating new parent’s decisions to take up either a standardised paternal 

leave allocation, where fathers receive a single block of 4 weeks leave, or a more flexible 

system of leave where negotiations are made between the mother, father and employers, 

to share the entire parental leave period between the mother and father. Their findings 

demonstrated that the majority of fathers made use of the standardised paternal leave 

allocation and very few engaged in the more flexible shared parental leave. One of the main 

reasons given for the limited uptake of this scheme was attitudinal, with mothers who 

returned to work rather than taking the full parental leave being viewed negatively by 

others for not being at home with their children, and fathers facing similar negative 

judgements for spending time away from the workplace. 
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For both women and men, the perceived negative judgements of others are 

important. Burnett et al (2010) argued that the cultural climate is fraught with traditional 

and gendered perceptions of family roles and the validity of long hours and strong 

workplace presenteeism will inevitably impact upon the uptake of work-life balance policies. 

They concluded that “a conceptual shift of what it means to be a good father has not yet 

been widely accommodated” (Burnett et al, 2010, pg. 167). Another survey of stay-at-home 

fathers found that thirty-six percent of them experienced “a general prejudice toward men 

in traditionally female roles” (Rochlen et al, 2010, pg. 283). So although work and family 

responsibilities may be becoming more equally balanced within many dual-earner couples, 

there still remain important gender differences. The ideas of what it means to be a “good 

mother” and a “good father” have been internalised over previous generations and still 

work to maintain traditional gender roles by internal standards and societal norms. As 

Crompton and Brockman (2006) explained “centuries of ideological renditions of ‘the 

feminine’ and gender socialization and normative expectations, render it extremely likely 

that women will carry out more care work than men” (Crompton & Brockman, 2006, pg. 

119). Although conceptual shifts are underway, and ideas about these roles are changing, 

this is a slow and gradual process and is still in the transitional stages creating a conflict 

between the traditional and more modern gender roles. 

At the start of this paper we stated that we intended to investigate how flexible 

working works in daily practice within dual-earner couples and in what way, if any, gender 

has an impact on such daily experiences. The findings presented here suggest a continued, 

but perhaps more subtle, gender divide. The females using flexible working experienced an 

increase in demands from the home domain with little help from their partner; whereas this 
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effect was not present for males who worked flexibly due to the continued support 

provided by their partner. Therefore the experiences of dealing with daily work-family 

conflicts were somewhat different for males and females, impacted by the different 

gendered expectations placed upon them both internally and externally. Our findings 

suggest that, when females work flexibly, gender stereotypes are more easily perpetuated 

and traditional roles tend to be reverted to. However, as the woman is also working this can 

lead to an intensification of responsibilities in different domains and an increase in work-

family conflict. Interestingly one possible explanation for this highlighted in our findings was 

that female utilisation of flexible working can enhance maternal gatekeeping behaviour as 

mothers may be more inclined, and become accustomed to, taking on full responsibility for 

home related tasks, rather than allowing their partners to help. When females have greater 

flexibility than their male partners there is more opportunity for this pattern to become 

perpetuated as males are less frequently available to be involved in childcare and therefore 

females are less likely to gain confidence in their competence in the parenting role. This is in 

accordance with previous research findings suggesting that the mother's evaluation of her 

husband's involvement in childcare is a key factor affecting the occurrence of maternal 

gatekeeping (Kulik & Toseref, 2010). Conversely, when men do work in roles where they 

have greater flexibility, our research suggests that this goes some way to helping couples to 

progress towards greater equality in terms of managing family responsibilities on a daily 

basis. When males worked more flexibly the existence of maternal gatekeeping was seen to 

be somewhat less prevalent, yet females did still remain actively involved in childcare tasks. 

In this way a more equal partnership was demonstrated where men had the space to be 

more involved in daily childcare activities.  
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More research into the impact of flexible working on maternal gatekeeping is 

needed here. However, the current findings suggest that female flexible working may 

encourage maternal gatekeeping to a greater extent and that males working flexibly can 

actually help to break down this cycle. If more equality were to become the norm then this 

would provide the possibility that gender stereotypes and traditional gender norms will 

begin to erode. If such “family friendly” policies are to have the desired effects, the current 

research emphasises the importance of encouraging men to utilise these policies, rather 

than maintaining the usual female focus in policy implementation. Therefore, human 

resource professionals should be encouraging all employees, regardless of gender, to 

achieve a genuine balance between their work and non-work responsibilities.  

Whilst the in-depth qualitative nature of this study enabled rich insights into the dynamics 

of decision-making and the utilisation of flexible working in instances of work-family conflict 

in a real time setting, there were also some limitations that should be addressed. The nature 

of the decision-making processes reported here is clearly a function of the individuals who 

participated in this study. The present research focused upon dual-earner couples; a factor 

that will undoubtedly have had a large impact on the daily utilisation and impact of flexible 

working experienced and reported. It is likely that such arrangements could become of even 

greater importance where less support in the home domain is available. For single fathers in 

particular, unique difficulties could be faced in terms of access to family-friendly policies and 

related judgements made by others with regards to their uptake based on the previously 

acknowledged gender norms that persist. Furthermore, it would be interesting to explore 

how the daily dynamics of managing work and family responsibilities play out on a daily 

basis for those with alternative family arrangements, for example LBGT couples where 
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gender roles and stereotypes would not be pre-determined, particularly in relation to the 

occurrence of maternal gatekeeping. Future research should therefore explore the daily 

impact of flexible working for those with alternative family arrangements. 

Participants in the current study were also primarily white, middle class couples with access 

to full-time employment.  Cultural factors can influence the variables involved in work-

family conflict for dual-earner couples in a variety of ways. For example, culture can 

influence the meaning and relative priority of work and family (Lewis, 1999) and may also 

have an impact on the willingness to accept support. Furthermore, cultures differ in beliefs 

about whether balancing work and family is a collective or individual responsibility (Lewis, 

1999). Beyond this, individuals from under-represented groups often experience unique 

career issues, such as stereotyping, restricted opportunities and other stresses that are 

likely to have an impact on their experiences of work, as well as their experiences of trying 

to balance this with having a family (Allen et al, 2000; Ozbiligin et al, 2011). Therefore, it is 

important that future research addresses these issues by including studies using a more 

diverse range of participants. This diversity has been called for from elsewhere within the 

work-family conflict literature (e.g. Smith, 1993, Greenhaus, 2008). 

In conclusion, a more nuanced account of the everyday experiences of couples seeking to 

manage the complexity of work and life can highlight important differences in terms of how 

family-friendly policies are experienced in practice, gender disparity within these daily 

experiences and related implications for policy and practice. Future research exploring the 

daily experiences of diverse family types in the use of family-friendly policies, particularly 

with a focus on gender disparity, gender norms and gatekeeping behaviours, would further 

enhance our understanding of how such policies work in practice for a variety of individuals 



The impact of flexible working on the daily experience of work-family conflict     29 
 

[Type here] 
 

and families and would subsequently lead to more inclusive and effective policy 

recommendations. 
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Table 1: Overview of participants 

 Names Children Occupations Work Flexibility 

Couple 1 Lucy & Paul Rachel –  8 

Kieran –  5 

James –  2 

Paul – civil engineer 

Lucy – Social worker  

Paul – Flexi-time & works from home 2 days/wk 

Lucy – Part-time but with little flexibility 

Couple 2  Sylvia & Ben Fiona –  11 Ben – machine operator 

Sylvia – personal assistant in healthcare  

Ben – works nights 

Sylvia – part-time and flexi-time 

Couple 3 Hannah & Nigel June –  17 

Sam –  14 

Nigel – engineer  

Hannah – payroll manager 

Hannah – limited flexibility but working hours 

arranged around school times 
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Liam –  8 

Couple 4  Amy & Keith Logan –  10 

months 

Keith – IT consultant 

Amy – research assistant 

Keith – works from home 

Amy – flexi-time & often works from home 

Couple 5  Katrina & John Jake –  6 John – accounting manager 

Katrina – social worker 

John – can work from home sometimes 

Couple 6  Sarah & Adam George –  6 

Richie –  3 

Adam - senior hydraulic modeller 

Sarah – statistician for Transport Police 

Sarah – works part-time and flexible hours 

Couple 7  Melanie & Steve Annabelle –  2 Melanie – secretary in accountancy firm 

Steve – owner of plumbing business 

Steve – works part-time/ is his own boss/ flexible 

Melanie – can work time in lieu  

Couple 8  Anthony & 

Elizabeth 

Michael –  16 

Jonathan –  11 

Elizabeth – Partnership manager for the 

learning skills council 

Anthony - contract manager for adult care 

facilities 

Both have flexi-time 

Couple 9  Julia & Tom Lewis –  8 

Nina –  4 

Julia – personal assistant 

Tom – graphic designer 

Julia – works part-time  

Couple 10 Emma & Richard Andrew –  11 

Melissa –  10 

Joanna –  10 

Emma – secretary 

Richard – engineer 

Richard – works flexi-time 

Emma – works part-time 

Couple 11 Linda & Edward Matthew –  13 

Oliver –  11 

Linda - secretary for big blue chip 

companies 

Edward – chartered surveyor with own 

company and lecturer  

Edward – works flexi-time/ is his own boss 

Couple 12 Jane & Carl Thomas –  7 Jane – administrator in an accountancy and 

finance office 

Carl – Trainee sales manager at a gym 

Jane – works part-time and has a very flexible 

schedule 

Couple 13 Marissa & Nick Beth –  12 

Tobey –  8 

Marissa - development manager for the 

voluntary service charity 

Nick – production worker 

Marissa – works flexi-time 

Couple 14 Dave & Emily Kyle –  5 

Suzanne –  2 

Emily – healthcare assistant at pharmacy 

Dave – head chef 

Emily – works part-time 

Couple 15 Anna & Adrian Isaac –  2 

Alex –  2 

Anna - veterinary surgeon  

Adrian - veterinary surgeon area manager 

Adrian – some limited flexibility and opportunity to 

work from home at times that he is not required on 

site 
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Couple 16 Joe & Jasmine Jack –  7 

Ellie –  1 

Jasmine – teaching assistant  

Joe - IT service manager telecoms 

Joe – works flexi-time and can work from home 

Couple 17 Kyle & Carly Lewis –  16 

months 

Carly – HR manager 

Kyle – Owns a small property business 

Carly – works part-time 

Kyle – flexibility due to being his own boss 

Couple 18 Janet & Rick Bella –  9 

Gregory –  7 

Janet - IT service manager, telecoms 

Rick - business development manager for a 

small telecommunications company 

Janet – works flexi-time and can work from home 

Couple 19  Nathan & Mary Imogen –  3 Mary – personal assistant 

Nathan – Industrial paint sprayer for a steel 

company 

Mary – working hours arranged around nursery 

times & she can work from home 

Couple 20 Louise & Ian Stephen –  11 

Peter –  9 

Louise – community matron/ PhD student 

Ian – hospital consultant 

Louise – can work flexibly and from home 

Ian – some flexibility outside of clinic hours 

Couple 21 Nick & Angela Suzie –  12 

months 

Angela - personal advisor for a career 

advisory service  

Nick – research fellow at a University 

Angela – works part-time 

Nick – Able to work from home/ work flexibly 

when not teaching 

Couple 22 Ray & Olivia Marcus –  9 Olivia – Inclusion officer at a school 

Ray – Learning manager and head of year  

 

Couple 23  Ellen & Alex Christopher –  5 

Robert –  2 

Alex – IT consultant 

Ellen – medical secretary 

Ellen – works part-time  

Couple 24 Neil & Hayley Natalia –  2 Neil – University academic 

Hayley – University academic 

Both have flexibility when not teaching and are able 

to work from home 
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