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Abstract 

Coworkers can play an important role in helping each other overcome stressful 

circumstances (Beehr, Jex, Stacy, & Murray, 2000; LaRocco & Jones, 1978; 

Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999), yet work-family researchers have paid 

significantly less attention to coworker-provided support than they have to supervisor-

provided support (Kossek, Pichler, Bodner, & Hammer, 2011). This thesis contributes to 

the occupational health literature by providing empirical evidence of the benefits of a 

novel construct termed work-family supportive coworker behavior (WFSCB) – defined 

as any supportive action that a coworker can take to contribute to the improved 

management of an individual’s work and family role demands. A phenomenological 

qualitative investigation revealed five categories of WFSCB that were tested using three 

quantitative samples to develop and validate a multidimensional measure. The findings 

indicated that four dimensions of behavior best reflect WFSCB including: 1) emotional 

support, 2) facilitating work adjustments, 3) sharing resources and knowledge, and 4) 

proactively developing solutions. In testing the criterion-related validity of the new 

measure, this research provides evidence of the positive relationship between these 

behaviors and various work-family outcomes, as higher levels of WFSCB were 

associated with lower levels of work-to-family conflict, and higher levels of work-family 

balance, work-family positive spillover, and overall life satisfaction. In addition, the 

utility of WFSCB as a source of informal workplace support was underscored based on 

evidence of its incremental validity in the prediction of these same outcome variables 

over and above a measure of general coworker support (i.e., emotional and instrumental 

support). Practically, these findings suggest that general measures of coworker support 
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may fall short in assessing a broad spectrum of supportive coworker behaviors that can 

significantly contribute to improved work-family outcomes. Overall, the results of this 

research program will place scholars in a better position to provide prescriptive advice to 

organizations and employees on the behaviors that they can engage in towards one 

another to promote improved work-family integration for individuals and more broadly, 

to contribute to a work-family supportive organizational climate. 
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General Introduction 

Over the last several decades, both work and family roles have evolved from their 

traditional roots. Organizations are seeing a greater representation of dual earner couples, 

a subsequent blurring of gender roles, an aging population, and an increased proportion 

of the population that delays having children in order to achieve a higher education 

(Greenhaus & Singh, 2004; Hoganson, 2011). These trends indicate that a growing 

percentage of the population is involved in multiple life roles (e.g. parent, spouse, 

employee, volunteer, student, caregiver to an elderly parent, etc.), which demand time 

and energy to fulfill. A recent report by the Conference Board of Canada (Hoganson, 

2011) indicates that people today are struggling more than ever to balance their work role 

with other life roles, particularly those involving their family. The struggle to meet both 

work and family needs is connected to a host of problems for individuals (e.g., reduced 

mental health), their employers (e.g., increased absenteeism and turnover, and lost 

productivity), and their families (e.g., strained family relationships, home absenteeism) 

(Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 

2005).  

Several employers have implemented family-friendly policies (e.g., flextime, 

telework) in the hopes of maintaining a resilient workforce. Unfortunately, these formal 

policies have been shown to have very mixed success (e.g., Allen & Shockley, 2009; 

Byron, 2005; Hammer, Neal, Newsom, Brockwood, & Colton, 2005; Masuda, Poelmans, 

Allen, Spector, Lapierre, Cooper, et al., 2011; Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2006). 

Informal resources in the work environment, such as informal social support, can be more 

beneficial than such formal policies in helping employees to better manage competing 
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roles (Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, 2002; Behson, 2002). One such form of support is 

coworker support. Coworkers can play an important role in helping each other overcome 

stressful circumstances (Beehr, Jex, Stacy, & Murray, 2000; LaRocco & Jones, 1978; 

Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999), yet work-family (WF) researchers have paid 

significantly less attention to coworker-provided support than they have to supervisor-

provided support (Kossek, Pichler, Bodner, & Hammer, 2011). In a knowledge driven 

economy the support of coworkers has become increasingly important given the 

prevalence of teamwork and the trends towards more team-based organizational 

structures (Ensign, 1998; Illgen & Hollenbeck, 1991).  

The aim of the proposed research program is to contribute to the existing WF 

literature by empirically investigating specific behaviors that coworkers engage in to 

demonstrate their support aimed at benefiting employees’ management of work and 

family life demands, and how this can impact employees’ experiences of harmony 

between the work and home domain, in addition to life satisfaction overall. A 

multidimensional measure of WF supportive coworker behaviors was developed and 

validated using data from both qualitative and quantitative studies. The results of this 

research program will place WF scholars in a better position to provide prescriptive 

advice to employees on the behaviors that they can engage in towards their coworkers to 

promote their WF balance, positive affective spillover, life satisfaction, and to decrease 

their experience of WF conflict. Organizations should be particularly interested in this 

evidence, as the improved management of competing work and family demands should 

lead to positive health, job, and family outcomes including decreased stress, 

psychological strain, turnover intentions, and absenteeism, as well as increased 
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organizational citizenship behaviors, job satisfaction, family wellbeing, and marital and 

family satisfaction (Amstad, Meier, Fasel, Elfering, & Semmer, 2011; Allen et al., 2000; 

Aryee, Srinivas, & Tan, 2005).   

This introduction will provide a comprehensive review of the literature pertaining 

to organizational support and important WF outcomes. The review will touch on both 

formal and informal sources of support with an emphasis on coworker support. The 

motivation behind research in this topical area, the evolution of its empirical literature 

base, and evidence to suggest future research avenues will be highlighted. The section 

will conclude by outlining the research objectives of the current thesis. 

Aspects of the Work-Family Interface 

Role theory has, for the most part, served as the impetus for a large portion of 

organizational research into various WF constructs. Organizational role theory originated 

from seminal pieces by Gross, Mason, and McEachern (1958) and, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek, 

& Rosenthal (1965) and focuses on social systems that are task-oriented and that are 

associated with normative expectations. These norms vary widely and can reflect the 

official structures and demands of the organization, or the pressures associated with 

membership in informal groups within the organization. Conflict theory later evolved 

from this foundation to describe the effects of conflicting role obligations and 

expectations. Role conflict has been defined as “the simultaneous occurrence of two or 

more sets of pressures such that compliance with one would make more difficult 

compliance with the other” (Kahn et al., 1965, p.19). Research framed within this theory 

typically follows the scarcity hypothesis wherein the expectation is that individuals will 

eventually experience role conflict and stress that will negatively impact quality of life 
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(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). On the contrary, the expansionist theory postulates that the 

advantages of participation in multiple roles can outweigh the disadvantages (Barnett & 

Baruch, 1985). Although conflict theory has dominated the WF literature (Casper, Eby, 

Bordeau, Lockwood, & Lambert, 2007), in recent years there have been many scholarly 

contributions made to our understanding of the positive side of the WF interface through 

the lens of expansionist theory (e.g., Carlson, Kacmar, Wayne, & Grzywacz, 2006; 

Gareis, Barnett, Ertel, & Berkman, 2009; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; van Steenbergen, 

Ellemers, & Mooijaart, 2007). The following sections highlight three topics of popular 

interest that have emerged out of role theory and motivate a significant proportion of 

research within the WF field.  

Work-family conflict.  

Work-family conflict results when role pressures from the work and family 

domains are incompatible with each other; when the resources needed to fulfill the 

demands of one particular role are drained and as a result, the needs of other roles are not 

sufficiently met (Carlson, Kacmar, & Williams, 2000; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; 

Jansen, Kant, Kristensen, & Naijhuis, 2003). As conceptualized first by Greenhaus & 

Beutell (1985) and later validated by Netemeyer, Boles, and McMurrian (1996), as well 

as Carlson et al. (2000), conflict is a bidirectional construct and can occur due to work 

interfering with family and/or family interfering with work. It is also a multidimensional 

construct including time-based, strain-based, and behavior-based forms of conflict 

(Carlson et al., 2000). Over the past 30 plus years, WF conflict has remained the most 

popular topic of research within the WF field (Casper et al., 2007; Lapierre & McMullan, 

2016) and has been connected to a plethora of nonwork, work, and health outcomes. This 
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list includes but is not limited to: wellbeing, general stress, work-related stress, family-

related stress, burnout, health problems, marital satisfaction, job satisfaction, 

organizational citizenship behaviors, and performance (Allen et al., 2000; Amstad et al., 

2011; Kossek & Ozeki, 1998). 

Positive spillover. 

The positive side of the WF interface has been less popular in research, as many 

scholars have approached the intersection between work and family from a conflict 

perspective (Greenhaus & Parasuraman, 1999; Casper et al., 2007; Lapierre & 

McMullan, 2016). However, since the rise of positive psychology (Seligman, 2002), the 

beneficial effects of combining work and family roles has been investigated and reported 

as various constructs including: positive spillover, enrichment, and facilitation. From this 

point forward, the term “WF positive spillover” will be used. This is appropriate given 

that there is significant conceptual overlap among the aforementioned constructs, as all 

offer insight into a common mechanism whereby participation in one life role (e.g., 

family) provides an employee with resources (e.g., skills, knowledge, positive mood, etc.) 

that will benefit him/her in another life role (e.g., work; Carlson et al., 2006; Greenhaus 

& Powell, 2006; van Steenbergen et al., 2007). For example, a positive mood at work 

may carry over and result in a positive mood at home, or behaviors that are beneficial at 

home are also found to be useful on the job. Similar to WF conflict, WF positive spillover 

can be investigated bi-directionally as either a work-to-family or family-to-work 

influence, and has also been measured as a multidimensional construct (Carlson et al., 

2006; Grzywacz & Marks, 2000a; 2000b; Wayne, Musisca, & Fleeson, 2004). WF 

positive spillover has demonstrated significant positive relationships with job satisfaction, 
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affective job commitment, family satisfaction, physical and mental health, and 

psychological well being, as well as a significant negative relationship with turnover 

intention (Carlson et al., 2006; Gareis et al., 2009; Hanson & Hammer, 2006; McNall, 

Nicklin, & Masuda, 2010; Wayne, Randel, & Stevens, 2006). It has also been confirmed 

as a distinct construct, as research has demonstrated a significant relationship with work 

and family-related outcomes (e.g., performance at work and at home, satisfaction at work 

and at home) over and above that explained by WF conflict (van Steenbergen et al., 

2007). 

Work-family balance.  

Work-family balance is defined as the feeling of being satisfied and effective in 

all life roles that are deemed important (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). When employees 

experience lower levels of WF conflict and higher levels of WF positive spillover, they 

are more likely to achieve WF balance (Carlson, Grzywacz, & Zivnuska, 2009; 

Greenhaus & Allen, 2011; Greenhaus, Ziegert, & Allen, 2012). Thus, resources that aid 

in alleviating WF conflict and which improve levels of WF positive spillover should 

synchronously contribute to WF balance. Recent empirical investigations have supported 

the conclusion that WF balance is a distinct phenomenon. For example, a recent study 

provides evidence that WF balance explains a significant amount of variance in job 

satisfaction, organizational commitment, family satisfaction, family performance, and 

family functioning over and above that explained by WF conflict and positive spillover 

(Carlson, Grzywacz, & Zivnuska, 2009).  
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Formal Organizational Support 

Changes to the demographic nature of the North American workforce (e.g., dual-

earner couples, an aging population), along with a growing awareness of the adverse 

consequences of WF conflict (Allen et al., 2000; Amstad et al., 2011; Kossek & Ozeki, 

1998), have led many organizations to place a greater emphasis on the provision of 

family-friendly benefits. Workplace family-friendly formal supports are defined as 

“employer provided benefits that permit employees some level of control over when and 

where they work outside of the standard workday” (Lambert, Marler, & Gueutal, 2008, p. 

107). These provisions can include policies (e.g., alternative work arrangements, 

telecommuting, and schedule flexibility), services (e.g, resources offered such as child 

care referrals), and benefits (e.g., maternity leave, subsidized child care; Galinsky & 

Stein, 1990; Neal, Chapman, Ingersoll-Dayton, & Emlen, 1993). Resource provision is 

not only important for maintaining a healthy workforce, but it is also instrumental in 

attracting and maintaining top talent in a competitive business environment (Galinsky & 

Stein, 1990). Given an overall increase in the number of life roles individuals are now 

taking on (Hoganson, 2011), organizations are commonly evaluated according to their 

provision of these resources, which have been proven effective through a substantial bank 

of research (e.g., Allen, 2001; Baltes, Briggs, Huff, Wright, & Newman, 1999; Gajendran 

& Harrison, 2007; Masuda et al., 2011). Some of the resources that have been shown to 

hold considerable weight in this assessment are the provision of flexible 

scheduling/alternative work arrangements, child-care resources, and efforts towards the 

advancement of women (Canada’s Top Family-Friendly Employers, 2015; Bond, 

Galinsky, & Hill, 2004; Bond, Thompson, Galinksy, & Prottas, 2002). In addition to 
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alleviating WF conflict (e.g., Gajendran & Harrison, 2007), research has also highlighted 

the benefits of formal organizational support to WF balance, WF positive spillover, and 

psychological and physical wellbeing (Christensen & Staines, 1990; Grzywacz, Carlson, 

& Shulkin, 2008; Siu, Lu, Brough, Lu, Bakker, Kalliath, et al., 2010; Mesmer-Magnus & 

Viswesvaran, 2006; Thomas & Ganster, 1995).  

Although formal organizational supports have frequently demonstrated positive 

relationships with the aforementioned array of outcomes, the results have also been 

mixed or weak, with several studies reporting non-significant relationships where they 

would have otherwise been expected (e.g., Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2006; 

Shinn, Wong, Simko, & Ortiz-Torres 1989; Thompson & Prottas, 2005; Wayne et al., 

2006). For example, flextime or flexible scheduling, typically operationalized as having 

control over start and stop times and the power to change work schedules, is quite 

frequently investigated in the literature. This is likely due to the fact that it is one of the 

most commonly offered resources within organizations, and also because employees have 

consistently listed this resource as important for managing their work and home life 

(Bond, Galinsky, & Hill, 2004; Bond, Galinsky, Kim, & Brownfield, 2005; Galinsky & 

Stein, 1990; Shinn et al., 1989). However, this specific resource has been inconsistent in 

terms of its demonstrated benefits. Thomas and Ganster (1995) found support for indirect 

effects on attitudes and mental and physical health outcomes through increases in 

perceived control, which decreased WF conflict. Shinn, Wong, Simko, and Ortiz-Torres 

(1989) found support for the positive relationship between perceived flexible schedules 

and perceived stress between work and family roles, but not for formal flextime 

offerings. Grzywacz, Carlson, and Shulkin (2008) found a significant relationship 
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between flextime and WF conflict, but with the caveat that the generally beneficial effect 

of schedule flexibility varied depending on participant age and whether or not their 

spouse had a similar work arrangement. In opposition to the above findings, research by 

Thompson and Prottas (2005) revealed no relationship between flexible schedules and 

any of the outcomes they investigated which included stress, life satisfaction, positive 

spillover, and WF conflict. Additionally, Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2006) found 

no support for the relationship between flexibility and work-to-family conflict, and 

Campbell Clark (2001) failed to find a relationship between flexible schedules and any of 

the work or personal outcomes that were under investigation, including family wellbeing. 

Allen, Johnson, Kiburz, and Shockley (2013) conducted a recent meta-analysis to address 

these inconsistencies and found that overall, flexible work arrangements (when lumped 

together) demonstrated a weak relationship with work-to-family conflict and no 

relationship with family-to-work conflict. When the authors broke down both the 

construct of flexibility by type and WF conflict according to direction (work-to-family 

and family-to-work), results highlighted the importance of domain-specificity when 

hypothesizing and investigating these relationships. The type of flexible work 

arrangement (i.e., flextime/flexible scheduling, flexplace/flexibility in work location) 

paired with a specific direction of conflict, can demonstrate very different results. 

Although significance was demonstrated for many of the specific relationships tested, a 

majority of the effects observed were small to very small in magnitude. This may indicate 

that flexible work arrangements are not always the most useful resource in better 

managing the demands of work and family, perhaps because they contribute to further 

blurring the lines between both roles (Allen et al., 2013; Schieman & Young, 2010). The 
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explanation of blurred role boundaries is especially plausible with respect to flexible 

work arrangements in the form of telework. The borders between life roles provide 

individuals with cues as to when to attend to family responsibilities and when to attend to 

work responsibilities. Telework removes the physical boundary and can result in 

difficulties juggling these two life roles (Ashforth, Kreiner, & Fugate, 2000; Golden, 

Veiga, & Simsek, 2006; Lapierre, van Steenbergen, Peeters, & Kluwer, 2016). In some 

cases, use of telework has been associated with reported increases in WF conflict 

(Lapierre & Allen, 2006), and research has also found that women with more flexible 

work arrangements tend to take on more domestic responsibilities resulting in higher 

levels of family interference with work (Silver & Goldscheider, 1994). 

In the investigations of formal organizational support detailed above, many of the 

studies also simultaneously assessed the benefits of various sources of social support, 

such as supervisor and coworker support. The potential utility of these informal resources 

was demonstrated through evidence of significant relationships with various family, 

work, and non-work outcomes in the absence of significance for similar hypotheses 

involving formal benefits (e.g., Shinn et al., 1989; Thompson & Prottas, 2005; Wayne et 

al., 2006). In fact, empirical evidence has provided compelling evidence to support the 

increased relative contribution of informal organizational supports over formal benefits in 

aiding employees to better balance the competing demands of multiple life roles (e.g., 

Anderson et al., 2002; Behson, 2002; O’Driscoll, Poelmans, Spector, Kalliath, Allen, 

Cooper, et al., 2003; Wayne et al., 2006). Seminal theorization on organizational 

effectiveness (Schneider, 1987) and research on gender discrimination in the workplace 

(Metz, 2011; Roth, 2007), offers insights into why formal family-friendly supports (i.e., 
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programs/policies/benefits) may not contribute to significant improvements to WF 

integration –and it has to do largely with the informal (i.e., cultural) organizational 

aspects including coworkers and supervisors, and the underlying expectations of the 

organization as a whole (e.g., long work hours). Formal family-friendly supports are 

commonly available within organizations (e.g., telework, flextime; Comfort, Wallace, & 

Johnson, 2003) but their use can be dependent on the practices, behaviors, and 

perceptions of the people within the organization (Allen, 2001; Metz, 2011; Roth, 2007). 

For example, research conducted within the context of the corporate world revealed that 

women may be discouraged from using the very programs that were designed to help 

them, based on the negative perceptions of others that using these supports is reflective of 

low commitment to work or poor performance (Roth, 2007; Metz, 2011). Furthermore, as 

mentioned previously, those who do make use of formal benefits appear to benefit very 

little (Allen et al., 2013), or do not appear to benefit at all (e.g., Mesmer-Magnus & 

Viswesvaran, 2006; Shinn, Wong, Simko, & Ortiz-Torres 1989; Thompson & Prottas, 

2005; Wayne et al., 2006). These two concerns related to the benefits of formal supports 

underscore the importance of further investigating informal supports, specifically social 

support within the workplace that is aimed at improving WF management.  

Social Support 

The importance of social support for improved coping and social adaptation has 

been consistently demonstrated over several decades of significant psychological and 

medical research. Early epidemiologists, mental health practitioners, and physicians 

uncovered the link between life events and wellbeing by noting a correlation between 

clusters of life events such as job loss, marital dissolution, role transitions, geographic 
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moves, and illness (Bloom, 1990; Cobb, 1976; Gottlieb, 1985). In both retrospective and 

prospective investigations there has been statistical confirmation of this relationship – its 

strength varying in degree depending on the number of life events and their severity. 

Although this link was apparent, very little was known about the intervening variables 

involved (Kessler, Price, & Wortman, 1985). Analysts who took an environment-centered 

approach (Cassel, 1976; Kessler, 1979; Kessler & Cleary, 1980) to the study of stress and 

health noted that different social groups (e.g., males and females, various social classes) 

experienced different stress-related morbidity rates based on varying levels of 

experienced stress. They also noted that this phenomenon was related to differential 

access to support systems between the social groups (Haines, Hurlburt, & Zimmer, 1991) 

and thus, the study of the benefits of social support for mental and physical health was 

born. The term “social support” typically denotes the means by which an interpersonal 

relationship cushions an individual from the effects of a stressful event or environment 

(Cohen & McKay, 1984). The construct has been defined in several different ways over 

the years, but the common factor linking all definitions together is the fact that it is a 

form of knowledge, or a source of information, that lets us know we are loved, cared for, 

and valued; and that we ultimately belong to a network of communication or mutual 

obligation (Cobb, 1976; Sarason, Levine, Basham, & Sarason, 1983). This knowledge 

also serves a functional purpose whereby through interactions with others, we are 

provided with tangible resources (also referred to as instrumental support) and/or 

emotional understanding and encouragement (also referred to as affective/emotional 

support; Caplan, 1974; Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975).  
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 Despite the popularity of social support in explaining various life outcomes (e.g., 

physical health, marriage, psychosocial disorders, etc.), it was not until the early 1970s 

(see House & Wells, 1978; Pinneau, 1976) that the construct appeared within the 

emerging field of occupational stress, after a general concern for the detrimental effects 

of both organizational and job characteristics on the employee surfaced (Cummins, 

1989). Job stressors such as role conflict and ambiguity, a lack of autonomy, work 

overload, and a lack of control over work-related tasks and decisions, have all been 

linked to negative job-related attitudinal and behavioral outcomes such as job 

dissatisfaction, lower job performance, and psychological strain (Beehr et al., 2000; 

Cummins, 1989; Spector, Dwyer, & Jex, 1988; Wall, Jackson, Mullarkey, & Parker, 

1996). There have also been negative links drawn between job stressors and 

organizational-related outcomes such as turnover intention, overall productivity and 

morale, and absenteeism (Cummins, 1989; Spector et al., 1988). It became imperative to 

investigate known sources of social support within the workplace as potential mitigating 

factors, and thus to take advantage of an opportunity to ameliorate the negative effects of 

job-related stress.  

Supervisor support.  

Thomas and Ganster’s (1995) study was one of the first to offer support for the 

utility of informal support over the provision of formal family-friendly benefits. In their 

research, the authors found a significant negative relationship between WF conflict and 

supervisor support; this finding was not replicated with formal benefits. Since the 

publication of this seminal piece, there has been sufficient interest in the topic of 

supervisor support in relation to many outcomes within the organizational research field 
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(Kossek et al., 2011; LaRocco & Jones, 1978; Viswesvaran et al., 1999). This interest is 

in part due to the clear power that a supervisor holds over their direct report(s)’s overall 

work experience, including their ability to encourage or discourage employees’ policy 

use (Hopkins, 2005) and their direct influence over workload and work-related stressors 

(Beehr, Farmer, Glazer, Gudanowski, & Nair, 2003). Supervisor support, in a general 

sense, refers to the degree to which employees feel that their supervisor cares about their 

global wellbeing on the job through the provision of positive social interaction or 

resources (i.e., general emotional and/or instrumental support; Kossek et al., 2011). 

Supervisory support is also a well-studied topic of research within the WF field, and has 

been reported as a promising means by which employees can experience less WF conflict 

(e.g., Allen, 2001; Clark, 2001; Lapierre & Allen, 2006; Shinn, Wong, Simko, & Ortiz-

Torres, 1989; Thomas & Ganster, 1995) and increases in WF positive spillover 

(Thompson & Prottas, 2005). More recent empirical investigations have highlighted the 

importance of studying family-focused forms of family-supportive supervision, because 

they have been shown to correlate more than general forms of supportive supervision 

with reductions in employees’ WF conflict (Kossek et al., 2011).  

Family supportive supervisors.  

Compared to general supervisory support, family-supportive supervisors 

demonstrate their empathy towards employees’ efforts to better balance work and family 

demands (Thomas & Ganster, 1995). Specific family-supportive supervisor behaviors 

(FSSBs) reflect whether supervisors care for their employees’ WF wellbeing by 

facilitating their ability to jointly manage work and family demands/responsibilities 

(Hammer, Kossek, Yragui, Bodner, & Hanson, 2009; Kossek et al., 2011). FSSB, as a 
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multidimensional construct, has been shown to provide incremental predictive ability 

with respect to reduced work-to-family conflict, turnover intentions, and job satisfaction, 

over and above general supervisory support (Hammer et al., 2009). Research by Kossek 

et al. (2011) has revealed that it may be a more powerful construct overall, when 

predicting WF outcomes. Job-Demands-Resources theory (JD-R; Bakker, Demerouti, & 

Verbeke, 2004; Demerouti, Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001; Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2007) offers insight into why support that is family-focused should be more 

useful in predicting various WF outcomes. Individuals are constantly striving to gain and 

maintain resources that are valuable to them, and actual or perceived resource loss, as 

well as the threat of resource loss, induces stress reactions (Hobfoll, 1989). Job-

Demands-Resources theory posits that job demands and resources share an important 

interplay – although demands are not always negative, they can drain resources and 

become stressors if the individual is not given the appropriate amount of time and energy 

to recover (Meijan & Mulder, 1998). Within the framework of JD-R theory, resources 

(e.g., social support) are valuable because they aid in either mitigating the potentially 

negative effects of various stressors (e.g., strain experienced as burnout), can directly 

impact appraisals of stressors, and/or can directly impact the experience of strain (Bakker 

et al., 2004; Bakker & Demerouti, 2007). For example, WF conflict represents a stressor 

whereby one role drains resources (e.g., time, energy) that are needed in the other role, 

thus inducing various types of negative stress reactions (Allen et al., 2000; Eby et al., 

2005; Frone, Yardley, & Markell, 1997; Lapierre & Allen, 2006). Family-specific 

support would help to remedy this depletion effect by adding to an individual’s resource 

pool a form of support that would be used very specifically for dealing with work and 
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family role conflicts. The empirical findings discussed above (e.g., Hammer et al., 2009; 

2013; Kossek et al., 2011) point to this and the fact that compared to general supervisory 

support, FSSBs are more psychologically and functionally useful in helping employees 

manage or avoid workplace role requirements that would otherwise drain the resources 

needed to fulfill family role obligations (Hammer et al., 2009; Kossek et al., 2011) and 

vice-versa. Measurement research has also demonstrated that ensuring operational 

congruence between a predictor and an outcome construct is instrumental in observing 

stronger statistical relationships (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; 

Viswesvaran et al., 1999; Hogan & Holland, 2003). In a similar vein, this thesis expects 

that family-focused (referred to henceforth as WF focused/supportive) coworker support 

would explain incremental variance in predicting WF outcomes such as WF balance, 

conflict, and positive spillover, above and beyond that which is explained by general 

coworker support.  

Coworker support.  

Along with the current organizational trends towards flatter and less hierarchical 

structures and climates (Ensign, 1998), there has been an accompanying increase in the 

amount of interactions one has with their coworker(s) on a day-to-day basis. As a result, 

teamwork and shared decision-making among those of a similar lateral status has now 

begun to define the typical work environment (Cascio, 1998; Gordon, 1992; Mathieu, 

Maynard, Rapp, & Gilson, 2008; Salas, Burke, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000). The fact that 

similar others can be one of the most effective sources of social support in stressful 

situations makes coworker support a highly relevant topic of scholarly interest (LaRocco, 

House, & French, 1980). Within the social support literature, coworker support is defined 
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as the provision of desirable resources including more tangible task-related assistance, 

emotional support, friendliness and warmth, and in some cases, coworker mentoring 

(Caplan, Cobb, & French, 1975; Caplan et al., 1975; Ensher, Thomas, & Murphy, 2001; 

Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). As a workplace resource, coworker support has been 

related to a host of outcomes including, but not limited to: reductions in stress, frequency 

of illness, role ambiguity, conflict, and overload, and turnover intentions. It has also been 

associated with increases in self-esteem, organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and 

satisfaction with the organization (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; LaRocco & Jones, 1989; 

McManus, Korabik, Rosin, & Kelloway, 2002; Mesmer-Magnus, Murase, DeChurch, & 

Jimenez, 2010; Thompson & Prottas, 2005). Pertaining to the WF field specifically, 

coworker support has been negatively related to both directions of WF conflict, and 

positively related to family satisfaction and positive spillover (Frone et al., 1997; 

McManus et al., 2002; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & Prottas, 2005).  

A review of the literature revealed that, compared to supervisory support, 

coworker-provided support has received relatively little empirical attention as an 

additional means of helping employees avert WF conflict. This is despite the fact that 

coworkers can play an important role in helping each other to overcome stressful 

circumstances (Beehr et al., 2000; LaRocco & Jones, 1978; Viswesvaran et al., 1999). 

The little research done to date on coworker-provided support in relation to WF outcomes 

has mainly addressed general support from coworkers (Dolcos & Daley, 2009; Frone et 

al., 1997; Major, Fletcher, Davis, & Germano, 2008; Matthews, Bulger, & Barnes-

Farrell, 2010; Pedersen & Minnotte, 2012; Wang, Liu, Zhan, & Shi, 2010). Researchers 

have typically used measures that employ the use of broadly worded items in order to 
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uncover whether individuals generally feel that they have support from their coworkers. 

General coworker support is most often conceptualized as one of two types –either 

emotional or instrumental (tangible) in nature, and measures are operationalized with 

items assessing one or both of these types of support. For example, emotional support is 

often studied with items such as “How easy is it to talk with your coworkers?” and 

instrumental support is often studied with items such as “How much do your coworkers 

go out of their way to do things to make your work life easier for you?” (e.g., Caplan et 

al., 1975; Ducharme, Knudsen, & Roman, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Haynes, 

Wall, Bolden, Stride, & Rick, 1999; Sloan, 2012; Tang, 1998). While general support 

provided by coworkers holds some promise in helping employees better manage the WF 

interface (Michel, Kotrba, Mitchelson, Clark, & Baltes, 2011), the evidence presented 

above on supervisor support would suggest that investigating WF focused forms of 

coworker support (i.e., support aimed at helping one another successfully juggle family 

and work responsibilities) would be more salient to WF outcomes (Kossek et al., 2011).  

Similar to the rationale provided previously for the utility of WF focused 

supervisor support in accordance with the components of COR and JD-R theory, the 

researcher posits that coworker support that is directed at helping an employee to more 

effectively meet the demands of their work and family roles will be more psychologically 

relevant and useful in the balance of work and family and in avoiding WF conflict. Due 

to their shared work environment and proximity to one another, coworkers often have 

firsthand knowledge of how workplace demands and family responsibilities may be 

incompatible, putting them in an optimal position to offer each other WF focused support 

(Ray & Miller, 1994). Despite its potential utility, there is little evidence available to 
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support the notion that WF supportive resources from coworkers would be more 

beneficial than general forms. The literature review revealed only three studies that 

investigated this topic (McManus et al., 2002; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & 

Prottas, 2005). Of these studies, two investigated relationships based on general forms of 

support (McManus et al., 2002; Thompson & Prottas, 2005) and only one study provided 

prescriptive evidence of how coworkers specifically enact this type of support (Mesmer-

Magnus et al., 2010). Information on specific behaviors would be instrumental for 

organizations in their efforts to ameliorate the negative effects potentially experienced by 

their employees who struggle to effectively manage work and family demands. There are 

two primary reasons why future research into specific behaviors is warranted. The most 

important being that empirical evidence has pointed to the enhanced utility of specific 

behavioral measures in predicting various WF outcomes (Kossek et al., 2011; Hammer et 

al., 2009; Hammer, Kossek, Bodner, & Crain, 2013). The second is the practical use of 

this type of evidence and the fact that knowledge of specific behaviors that are beneficial 

to employees’ quality of life should provide more detailed guidance and be more easily 

applied by employees and encouraged by organizations. Thus, the focus of this thesis will 

be to develop a deeper understanding of the nature of WF supportive coworker 

behaviours, and to identify behaviors that can be beneficial in helping individuals to 

better navigate the WF interface. 

Research Objectives 

 Based on the review of the literature presented above, a need to shift the focus 

from investigations of formal organizational support to that of informal support was 

highlighted. A focus on coworker support was deemed appropriate given the popularity 
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of team-based work environments and current gaps in our knowledge pertaining to the 

benefits of WF supportive coworkers, along with the lack of a measure that assesses the 

breadth of specific behaviors involved in the provision of this resource. In manuscript 1, 

the author conducted an in-depth qualitative investigation into the nature of WF 

supportive coworker behaviors (WFSCB) that were aimed at helping individuals to better 

balance the demands of their work and family roles. This included a detailed description 

of contextual information surrounding the lived experiences of coworker support (i.e., 

potential antecedents to WFSCB).  

In manuscript two, the author built on the qualitative data to develop and validate 

an empirically supported measure of WFSCB. The items for this measure were initially 

developed inductively based on a content analysis of 22 semi-structured interviews. The 

measure was then refined and validated following a step-by-step approach. First, the 

psychometric properties of the measure were assessed based on results of two exploratory 

factor analyses and a confirmatory factor analysis that drew on data from multiple North 

American quantitative samples. The correlations between WFSCB and a measure of both 

general coworker support and general WF focused coworker support were used to 

investigate convergent validity. To test the criterion-related validity of the measure, 

multiple regression analyses were conducted using WFSCB scores to predict WF 

conflict, balance, positive spillover, and life satisfaction. Finally, the incremental validity 

of the WFSCB measure was investigated by running the same regression analyses while 

controlling for general coworker support. This manuscript focused on outcome variables 

to validate the measure and thus, potential antecedents to WFSCB were not quantitatively 

measured. This decision was made in an effort to limit survey length (i.e., average 
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completion time of 15 minutes) in order to further encourage quality responses from 

participants throughout the course of the survey; this was done in addition to the 

inclusion of various quality assurance tests (e.g., minimum time to complete, open-ended 

response to a survey-specific question, duplicate questions, coding for response 

streamlining, and attention testers within scales).  
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Abstract 

Employee experiences of work-family supportive coworker behavior (WFSCB) 

were investigated in a phenomenological qualitative study. WFSCBs involve any action 

that coworkers can take to facilitate each other's balance of work and family. The results 

of a content analysis based on 22 semi-structured interviews revealed five categories of 

WFSCBs including: emotional support, facilitating work adjustments, demonstrating an 

understanding of the value of non-work life, sharing resources and knowledge, and 

proactively developing solutions. A detailed description of each category and specific 

behaviors identified within these categories, along with quotations, are provided. Six 

categories of WFSCB antecedents were also identified including: understanding of the 

coworker situation, similarity with coworker(s), relationship with coworker(s), ability to 

contribute to a change or improvement, perceived benefits of providing support, and 

personal characteristics. The results of this inductive research provide unique, evidence-

based insights not only into various possible behaviors that coworkers can engage in to 

help each other better manage the demands of work and family, but also why they would 

display them.   
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Coworkers play an integral role in both the social and task environments of most 

organizations. In the United States, roughly 90% of employees have at least one 

coworker (Fairlie, 2004) – an individual with whom they work and interact on a regular 

basis, and who is typically in a similar role or working at a similar hierarchical level 

within the organization. In response to evolving global economic landscapes that demand 

collaboration to fuel innovation and competitive advantage, the prevalence of teamwork 

has increased (Cascio, 1998; Gordon, 1992; Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, & Gilson, 2008; 

Salas, Burke, & Cannon-Bowers, 2000) and this has further reinforced the importance of 

the coworker in influencing workplace dynamics.  

Current labour trends including a greater representation of women in the 

workforce, an increase in the prevalence of dual-earner couples, and an aging population 

indicate that individuals are taking on additional life roles (e.g., mother, elderly caregiver, 

worker, volunteer) that demand an exertion of time and energy to fulfill. As the lines 

between work and family continue to blur, people are struggling now more than ever to 

find a balance (Aumann & Galinsky, 2009; Hoganson, 2011). This has ramifications for 

the individuals seeking balance (e.g., reduced mental & physical health), their employers 

(e.g., increased absenteeism, turnover intention, and health-related costs), and their 

families (e.g., decreased family functioning and family and marital satisfaction; Allen, 

Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005; 

Frone, Yardley, & Markel, 1997; Higgins, Duxbury, & Lyons, 2008). Given their close 

proximity to one another and access to firsthand knowledge of workplace demands that 

may interfere with family responsibilities (Ray & Miller, 1994), coworkers are in an 

optimal position to provide one another with work-family (WF) focused support; a 
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specific form of support that is directed at helping one another to better balance the 

demands of both work and family.  

On a day-to-day basis we often interact most frequently with our peers (Cascio, 

1998; Fairlie, 2004; Gordon, 1992; Salas et al., 2000). This provides a direct window into 

each other’s lives and offers our coworkers an opportunity to better understand us and to 

empathize with our situations due to shared experiences. As a direct result, our coworkers 

can support us more effectively. Coworker support has been well documented in the 

occupational stress literature as a highly promising resource in stressful situations (Beehr, 

Jex, Stacy, & Murray, 2000; LaRocco, House, & French, 1980; Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & 

Fischer, 1999), and has been related to reduced burnout (Halbesleben, 2006), improved 

attitudinal and behavioral outcomes (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008), as well as lower 

physical strain (Schwarzer & Leppin, 1989). More recent empirical research suggests that 

coworker support would benefit WF outcomes, such as more WF positive spillover 

(when one domain provides resources that enhance the quality of life in the other 

domain), reduced WF conflict, as well as enhanced life and family satisfaction (Dolcos & 

Daley, 2009; Frone et al., 1997; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Major, Fletcher, Davis, & 

Germano, 2008; McManus, Korabik, Rosin, & Kelloway, 2002; Mesmer-Magnus, 

Murase, DeChurch, & Jimenez, 2010; Pedersen & Minnotte, 2012; Thompson & Prottas, 

2005; Wang, Liu, Zhan, & Shi, 2010). While providing some evidence suggesting that 

WF-focused coworker support could be of value to employees, this small body of work 

has fallen short of providing a clear understanding of the potentially broad array of 

specific WF-focused support behaviors that coworkers could display to help one another 

more easily balance their work and family roles. Moreover, no empirical attention has 
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been given to the reasons why coworkers would provide each other with WF-focused 

support. To address these gaps in knowledge, we used an inductive, qualitative approach 

to better understand how and why coworkers help each other better balance their work 

and family roles. For the purpose of this study, we define WF-supportive coworker 

behavior (WFSCB) as any action that one or more coworkers can take to facilitate an 

employee’s WF balance. WF balance is defined as the feeling of being satisfied and 

effective in the work role as well as the family role (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). We chose 

to focus on behaviors enabling WF balance rather than those specifically aimed at 

preventing WF conflict or at promoting WF positive spillover, because the notion of 

balance has been described as a broader construct that strongly implies lower levels of 

conflict and higher levels of positive spillover (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Greenhaus & 

Allen, 2011).  

Review of the Literature 

In the late 1980’s, after the topic of social support within the occupational stress 

field of research had gained popularity, Johnson and Hall (1988) described the protective 

effects of workplace support with respect to the prevalence of cardiovascular disease. The 

authors reported that low levels of coworker support accentuated the experience of job 

strain, whereby employees with the lowest levels of support experienced a higher 

prevalence of cardiovascular disease at each level of job strain. This was one of the first 

studies to support the buffering hypothesis for coworker support in relation to 

physiological strain in the work environment, and it is a hypothesis that has since been 

replicated (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; Johnson, Stewart, Hall, Fredlund, & Theorell, 

1996; Viswesvaran et al., 1999). Research has also highlighted the direct effects of 
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coworker support on various occupational outcomes including benefits to job 

involvement, job satisfaction, employee effectiveness, organizational commitment, and 

lowered role ambiguity, role conflict, effort reduction and withdrawal (Chiaburu & 

Harrison, 2008; Viswesvaran et al., 1999). Since then, cumulative research findings in the 

WF literature strongly imply that coworker support can serve to alleviate work and 

family-related stress (Dolcos & Daley, 2009; Frone et al., 1997; Major et al., 2008; 

Matthews, Bulger, & Barnes-Farrell, 2010; Pedersen & Minnotte, 2012; Wang et al., 

2010). To date, the WF literature has largely operationalized coworker support in its 

general form (i.e., general coworker support) by using broadly worded items intended to 

capture whether individuals generally feel instrumentally assisted (e.g., “how much do 

your coworkers go out of their way to do things to make your work life easier for you;” 

Caplan, Cobb, & French, 1975a) and/or emotionally supported (e.g., “how easy is it to 

talk with your coworkers;” Caplan et al., 1975a) by their coworkers (Caplan et al., 1975a; 

Caplan, Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975b; Ensher, Thomas, & Murphy, 2001; 

Morgeson & Humphrey, 2006). 

General coworker support does hold some promise in helping employees better 

manage the WF interface (Michel, Kotrba, Mitchelson, Clark, & Baltes, 2011), as is 

evidenced above. However, the supervisor support literature suggests that coworker 

support explicitly considering the intersection of work and family roles could be more 

useful and psychologically relevant in avoiding or overcoming challenges in balancing 

those two roles (Kossek, Pichler, Bodner, & Hammer, 2011; Hammer, Kossek, 

Zimmerman, & Daniels, 2007; Hammer, Kossek, Yragui, Bodner, & Hanson, 2009; 

Hammer, Ernst Kossek, Bodner, & Crain, 2013). Compared to those offering general 
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support to their employees, some supervisors specifically strive to facilitate their 

employees’ ability to jointly manage work and family demands (Hammer et al., 2009; 

Kossek et al., 2011). This more specific type of support has been labeled “family-

supportive supervisor behavior” (FSSB). It is a multidimensional construct, which 

includes emotional (e.g., “my supervisor takes the time to learn about my personal 

needs”), instrumental (e.g., “I can rely on my supervisor to make sure my work 

responsibilities are handled when I have unanticipated nonwork demands”), role 

modeling (e.g., “My supervisor demonstrates how a person can jointly be successful on 

and off the job”), and creative WF management supportive behaviors (e.g., “My 

supervisor thinks about how the work in my department can be organized to jointly 

benefit employees and the company”). FSSB has been shown to explain incremental 

variance in reduced work-to-family conflict, turnover intentions, and job satisfaction, 

over and above general supervisor support (Hammer et al., 2009). Meta-analytic work by 

Kossek et al. (2011) further implies that such WF-focused support is relatively more 

salient to WF outcomes.   

Only a handful of studies have considered WF-focused coworker support. Two 

studies used measures of support that were operationalized with broad statements of 

support such as, “I feel I have the coworker support I need to manage my work and 

family life” (McManus et al., 2002; Thompson & Prottas, 2005). Such measures provide 

little practical insight into the specific nature of the support provided. Moreover, only one 

of these investigations found significant relationships with WF outcomes (e.g., reduced 

WF conflict) and job-related outcomes (e.g., reduced turnover intentions), which casts 

doubt over the usefulness of such general measures in explaining variation in WF 
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outcomes. A third study (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010) did in fact develop a measure of 

WF-specific coworker support behaviors. However, it focused almost exclusively on 

instrumental (tangible) support, and this seems to ignore the possibility that WF 

supportive behaviors could involve manifestations of a different nature, as observed 

among supervisors (e.g., creative WF management, role modeling; Hammer et al., 2009). 

The primary goal of our research was to provide greater insight into the possible array of 

specific WFSCB manifestations. 

Our second goal was to uncover possible antecedents of WFSCB. Previous work 

has addressed antecedents to several constructs falling under the broader umbrella of 

workplace social support, including mentoring (e.g., Allen, Poteet, & Burroughs, 1997; 

Eby et al., 2013), FSSB (Straub, 2012), and family-facilitative coworker support 

(Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2009), with suggestions regarding the latter two 

constructs having no direct empirical grounding. Although mentoring behavior and 

FSSBs are both forms of social support and thus, share some similarities with WFSCBs, 

it could be naive to assume that their antecedents would be identical. Lavelle, Rupp, & 

Brockner (2007) reviewed the literature on social exchange relationships in the 

workplace, which often involve the exchange of supportive gestures, and concluded that 

individuals perceive themselves as having different types of social exchanges with 

different parties at work. Thus, the authors encouraged researchers to specify the unique 

antecedents of behaviors that could benefit a particular type of exchange partner. 

Moreover, previous research suggests that individuals tend to pursue different 

interpersonal goals within different types of relationships (Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2003). 

What motivates supervisors to provide WF-focused support to subordinates may be 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

48 

different than what motivates coworkers to provide such support to each other. Therefore, 

Straub’s (2012) proposed antecedents of FSSB may not all be relevant to WFSCB. 

Furthermore, coworkers’ relative proximity to one another could generate various 

motivations for providing WF-focused support, which could differ from those of a 

supervisor who sits from a more removed vantage point.  

Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2009) provided a framework of potential 

antecedents to family-facilitative coworker support. There are similarities and differences 

with the antecedents to FSSB proposed by Straub (2012). Common antecedents include a 

family-supportive organizational culture, the quality of the relationship between the 

provider and the receiver of support, and whether the provider has experienced WF 

struggles. Antecedents unique to family-facilitative coworker support include the job 

interdependence between provider and receiver, the frequency of the support requested, 

and high organizational justice perceptions regarding family-friendly organizational 

initiatives. While potentially informative, these theoretical propositions were derived 

from related theory (e.g., social support, coworker support, organizational citizenship 

behavior), not grounded in empirical observation, thus raising possible doubt over their 

actual salience to WFSCB.   

Considering the relatively scarce empirical and theoretical attention given to WF-

focused coworker support, which has either relied on measures too broadly worded to 

provide practical guidance or focused exclusively on support of a specific nature, and 

given the absence of empirically grounded theoretical suggestions for antecedents to such 

support, an inductive rather than a deductive research approach was warranted (Spector, 

Rogelberg, Ryan, Schmitt, & Zedeck, 2014). Inductive research begins with data 
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collection and then looks for patterns among the data as a basis for generating theoretical 

possibilities, while deductive research begins by deducing hypotheses from existing 

theory and then puts them to the test using data (Runkel & McGrath, 1972). Using 

qualitative methodology, we aimed to provide a stronger, evidence-based conceptual 

basis for future hypothetico-deductive research on this topic (McGrath, 1982; Runkel & 

McGrath, 1972).  

Method 

This study was designed according to phenomenological principles of qualitative 

data collection and interpretation (Creswell, 2013a; Creswell, 2013b). We focused on 

collecting as much information and detail as possible surrounding WFSCBs. Meaning 

was extracted on a case-by-case basis (i.e., by analyzing each interview in-depth) and 

patterns were highlighted in order to describe the common experience (Creswell, 2013a; 

Smith & Shinebourne, 2012).  

Participants. 

In order to confidently achieve data saturation we continued to collect data until 

no new themes emerged (Creswell, 2013a; Creswell, 2013b; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 

Sandelewski, 1995), resulting in a sample size of twenty-two individuals from Canada 

and the United States. Following best practice recommendations to increase the 

likelihood that participants had experienced WFSCB and could therefore provide a 

detailed description of the construct of interest (Creswell, 2013a), we specified inclusion 

criteria. Participants were recruited if they were employed full-time, had at least one 

coworker, were married or cohabitating, and had at least one child (newborn to school-

aged) living at home. The decision to require a child living at home was made in order to 
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maximize the likelihood that participants had significant family demands, which would 

presumably increase their need for WFSCB. Previous research has shown that individuals 

with young (i.e., school-aged) children experience heightened difficulty juggling 

responsibilities in both work and family roles (Erickson, Martinengo, & Hill, 2010). In 

order to qualify as a full-time employee, participants were required to work a minimum 

of 30 hours per week (Statistics Canada, 2010). A coworker was defined as “someone 

that you work with on a regular basis, and who is typically in a similar role or working at 

a similar level as you within the organization” (e.g., you work on the same projects or on 

related projects, are on the same team, etc.; excerpt from the Interview Protocol). As a 

result of these requirements, participants should be in a better position to provide a high 

level of detail around supportive behaviors and the context surrounding those behaviors 

by using specific examples from their lives.  

Participants represented a variety of industries including private, public, and not-

for-profit sectors, and varying organizational levels (e.g., non-supervisory, supervisory, 

middle management, senior management, executive). Participants held a range of roles 

across the technology, finance, government, policing, professional services, and 

communications industries. Examples of positions held by participants include: project 

manager, HR advisor, usability analyst, account manager, sales executive, accountant, 

computer engineer, policy analyst, and insurance broker. Twelve participants (55%) were 

female, all participants were married or cohabitating, and the sample had an average age 

of 38.1 years with an average of 1.8 children living at home.  
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Materials. 

 A semi-structured interview format was used to collect data (see Appendix A). 

Participants were asked two standardized open-ended questions about their experiences 

receiving and providing support from/to their coworker(s) aimed at improving WF 

balance. Participants were also asked a similar question regarding how their coworker(s) 

have made it more difficult (i.e., hindered their ability) to balance work and family. The 

semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed the researcher to ask pre-determined 

follow-up questions and probe the participant further using unscripted questions when 

new ideas or themes emerged. The standardized questions were developed following the 

STAR method – Situation, Task, Action, Result and thus, were purposefully worded to 

capture all of the details of participants’ lived experiences of coworker support (or lack 

thereof). Posing broad and general questions in this manner is a common strategy 

employed in qualitative studies of this nature, as it facilitates the collection of data that 

will allow for a textual and structural description of the experiences, and ultimately leads 

to an understanding of the common experiences of individuals (Creswell, 2013a; 

Mousakas, 1994; Smith & Shinebourne, 2012). The standardized questions were as 

follows:  

1. Can you describe a situation when your coworker(s) made it easier for you to balance 

your work and family life? (In other words, what has a coworker (or coworkers) done to 

help you be satisfied and effective both at work and at home?)  

a) Who was the coworker? 

b) What exactly did they do?  

c) What was the context surrounding their supportive behaviors? 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

52 

d) Did you ask for help?  

e) In what way did this help you experience WF balance? 

f) Why do you think your coworker helped you? 

g) Are there any other similar situations you can describe? 

2. In the past, how have you engaged in behaviors directed at making it easier for your 

coworker(s) to balance their work and family demands? 

a) What context, situation, or personal factors prompted you to behave in this way 

towards your coworker(s)? 

b) What did you perceive to be the personal benefits of supporting your coworker? 

c) Why did you decide to help your coworker(s)? 

d) What did you perceive to be the benefits to your coworker (of your support)? 

3. Can you describe a situation when your coworker(s) made it more difficult for you to 

balance your work and family life? (In other words, what has a coworker (or coworkers) 

done to hinder your ability to be satisfied and effective both at work and at home?)  

e) Who was the coworker? 

f) What exactly did they do? 

g) What was the context surrounding their unhelpful behaviors? 

h) Had you asked him/her/them for help? 

i) In what way did this hinder your experience of work-family balance? 

j) How was this problematic for you?  

k) Are there any other similar situations you can describe? 
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Procedure. 

 The study employed a combination of purposive and snowball sampling 

approaches. To begin the process, the authors contacted participants from their personal 

networks who met the study inclusion criteria (listed above) and invited them to 

participate. In addition to this recruitment strategy, a number of individuals within the 

primary and secondary authors’ personal networks were asked to send out an email 

invitation to participate to their own networks, on behalf of the researchers. All potential 

participants were provided with the study information sheet when they were invited to 

participate. The information sheet included a description of the research objectives, what 

participation would involve, and researcher contact information. Those who received an 

email invitation to participate (via a contact of the researchers) and who were interested 

in participating were asked to reach out to the primary researcher directly, and an 

interview date and time were scheduled. Interviews generally lasted 45 minutes to one 

hour and were held in-person or via Skype. All interviews were audiotaped and then later 

transcribed in full. All interview notes and transcriptions were given a code in order to 

ensure participant anonymity and confidentiality. 

 Before beginning, the researcher explained the purpose of the study and obtained 

consent from the participants to audiotape their interview. The researcher began each 

interview by providing a definition of ‘coworker’ and ‘WF balance’ and asked that the 

participant reference these definitions throughout the interview when answering 

questions. The definitions provided were: “WF balance is defined as the feeling of being 

satisfied and effective both at work and at home,” and “a coworker is someone that you 

work with on a regular basis, and who is typically in a similar role or working at a similar 
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level as you within the organization.” For each of the three main questions (listed above), 

the interviewer followed a critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954). This format 

involved requesting that participants provide specific examples from experiences/events 

that have occurred in their lives, including all of the details, as well as the context 

surrounding the events. For each of the standardized questions, the researcher asked 

participants if they could think of any additional examples to detail experiences with their 

coworker(s) related to WF balance until the participant could not provide anything 

further.  

Data Analysis. 

 Full transcripts of the interviews underwent a multi-step content analysis 

procedure aided by NVivo software for qualitative analysis. NVivo is a tool that aids 

researchers in the coding process by adding efficiency to the identification and 

organization of significant statements (i.e., phrases), and in turn, improves accuracy in 

grouping similar statements. The authors used an open-coding technique where they 

created labels for several statements that seemed to differ in their meaning, and then 

applied these same labels to other similar statements. As the researchers pursued their 

analysis of the qualitative data, additional labels were created and existing ones were 

edited to better reflect what the data implied. Data reduction was achieved by grouping 

similar statements (i.e., labels) into higher order categories (i.e., patterns, themes; 

Creswell, 2013a). These higher order categories could in turn be edited upon further 

reflection of their respective labels and associated statements. For example, the statement 

“So I emailed my colleagues that we all work closely together, we are on the same level.., 

and I explained the situation [child was sick and h/she had to stay home to care for the 
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child] and rather than saying ‘well tough luck’ they offered to help me and they took 

some of that work load off of me,” would be labelled as taking over work tasks, and then 

categorized under the higher order category facilitating work adjustments. 

In the first step of our analysis, the first and third authors sat together and coded 

the first interview in order to get a feel for the nature of the data and to start a list of 

labels for significant statements that captured family supportive coworker behavior. After 

this step, both individuals coded interviews separately and met after a single interview 

was coded in order to review and ensure a high level of agreement. Agreement was 

calculated based on the number of agreements divided by the total number of highlighted 

statements (i.e., the total number of labels applied) for that particular source document. 

Agreement between the two coders reached 89% on the 6th interview; at this point, each 

researcher coded multiple interviews in succession. The two coders continued to check 

each interview for agreement; agreement did not fall below 80% at any point thereafter. 

There were no significant recurring themes or patterns in the disagreements among 

coders, although there were more disagreements among antecedent codes versus WFSCB 

codes. Data saturation was reached on the 14th interview, as no new WF supportive 

coworker behavior labels were generated after this point. Despite reaching data saturation 

at this point, we continued to collect data in order to be meticulous in meeting an 

additional saturation recommendation by Polkinghorne (i.e., 5-25 interviews; 1989), and 

ultimately, to ensure that we had ample detail to describe the nature of the construct and 

its antecedents.   

The statements of supportive behavior were instrumental in providing an 

understanding of the phenomenon with respect to how support was manifested (e.g., type 
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of behavior), and helped to understand descriptions of the context within which it was 

experienced (i.e., the antecedent/factor that initiated supportive action). If there were any 

discrepancies, the coders discussed the statement(s) until both parties came to a mutual 

agreement and a consensus code was applied. Next, highlighted statements that had 

similar meaning (i.e., labels) were grouped into higher order categories (i.e., themes), 

also referred to as “clusters of meaning” (Creswell, 2013a), and each was given a unique 

identifying title. This process was repeated until the data could not be reduced any 

further. At this point, all three authors met to compare higher order categories and their 

respective labels. If there were any discrepancies, all researchers discussed until a mutual 

agreement was reached. This process resulted in several higher order categories of 

specific types of behavior (labels) that coworkers engage in to provide one another with 

WF-focused support, as well as a detailed description of the context (i.e., antecedents) 

surrounding the experience of family supportive coworker behaviors. Antecedents were 

coded using the same process as detailed for the coding of WFSCB information. At this 

stage in the analysis, all three authors did a final review of the higher order categories, 

labels, and associated quotes for accuracy. The coding procedures outlined above are 

typical of phenomenological qualitative research (Creswell, 2013a; Moustakas, 1994; 

Polkinghorne, 1989).  

Results 

Categories of WFSCB. 

Five categories of WFSCB emerged as a result of grouping specific behaviors 

(i.e., labels) with similar meaning. The categories are presented below. Considering the 

qualitative and inductive nature of this research, we do not provide frequencies because 
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the data collected do not lend themselves to statistical generalization (Pratt, 2009). 

Instead, we provide detailed quotes to illustrate the nature of the supportive behaviors 

(see Table 1). 

Demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life.  

This category involves behaviors that convey the general importance that a 

coworker ascribes to personal and family time (i.e., the home domain). This includes 

advocating for a coworker’s WF balance (e.g., when their work is impacting their home 

life) and being understanding and encouraging of a coworker’s desire to more effectively 

meet personal and family commitments. According to participants, a form of this support 

was to advocate for additional resources to support coworkers’ WF balance evidenced 

by the following quote: 

 “Then things that were in my control was resource balancing, so try and get in 

with the client and really say listen ... [i]f you want more than that kind of stuff, we’re 

going to have to increase scope, we’re going to have to increase the fees, we’re going to 

have to do something because this is just not sustainable long term.”  

An important feature of the behaviors in this category is conveying an acceptance 

and support of a coworker when they make the decision to place personal and family 

needs above their work demands. This theme was evident through the behavioral label 

coworker accepts that sometimes family and personal needs take priority, “I think it’s 

because we… you know, for the most part we had a team that recognized that we had 

other things in life.” and encouraging one to attend to family and personal needs, “[I 

would say to my coworker] Like what is more important here than spending your last 

days with your mom or fighting to get that document done on time?”  
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Finally, it was viewed as supportive when coworkers themselves clearly 

demonstrated their own values with regards to the priority of balancing work and family, 

as demonstrated by the label coworker models work-family behaviors, “You could see 

that she had balance in her life because she was very… just very happy and managed well 

her work and her family life, I think. She wasn’t really stressed. She was actually an 

example for me of a person who is very well balanced and not stressed.” (See Table 1 for 

additional labels and quotes.) 

Emotional support.  

Emotional support provided by a coworker with the aim of improved WF balance 

involves listening to personal issues and struggles meeting work and family demands, 

being aware of family and personal life commitments, encouraging the stress relief 

activities of others, sharing stories of similar experiences, and demonstrating that the 

coworker is cared for (see additional labels and detailed quotes in Table 1).  

Participants also detailed examples of support that simply involved 

acknowledging a coworker’s situation and being there for them if they needed it. In 

regards to acknowledging your coworker’s heavy workload, one respondent put it this 

way, “Well, people have come up to me for sure and said I can see that you're going 

crazy with all the stuff this year.” On a related note, it was deemed supportive when a 

coworker expresses their availability to help if needed, “I did end up following up with 

an email saying, hey, if there's anything that I can do or my team can do to help, let us 

know.”  

As a form of emotional support, participants provided examples of support that 

was specific to alleviating stress, such as supporting and encouraging team stress relief 
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activities, “[B]asically, my coworkers and I all train together [referring to exercising 

together]; people get together every day. And I find that’s a good stress relief.” In 

addition, they mentioned that providing guidance on stress management was a form of 

support. 

[Participant paraphrases the guidance he gave a coworker.] “And you know, you 

just… you need to disconnect, you need to unplug and you need to not worry about 

it….In fact, it sounds harsh, but at the end of the day all those relationships that you built 

at the places where you work, it’s just a job, right? Just get a book, sit outside, eat your 

cereal, watch the birds, … that kind of deal. Just don’t use your brain and disconnect.”  

Taken together, the data that emerged paint a picture of emotional support as a 

behavioral expression of positive affect towards the coworker and providing a sense of 

comfort. The following quotes highlight this notion:  

“So we started going for walks together and this would give us an opportunity for 

one, or if not both of us, to vent, share something stressful that came out that day, the 

other person to hear it.” (Listening to personal issues and details of personal lives)   

“Yeah, I mean, I've had especially in the last year because of all the work… we've 

been doing a lot in the last year, so the last year was heavy. This is even heavier 

[participant is referring to the birth of a child and death of a parent]. So then I've had lots 

of people kind of say to me I don't quite get how you're doing it type thing; like they don't 

understand how you're still standing, that sort of thing. So it's supportive that way, but not 

necessarily they'd be in a position to take some of that work on themselves, if you know 

what I mean.” (Caring demonstrated amongst coworkers; see Table 1 for additional 

labels and quotes)  
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Sharing resources and knowledge.  

This category involves sharing material (i.e., documentation) and knowledge 

resources and providing advice – whether specific to the work and or family realm, or to 

both. The specific behaviors within this category typically occur when the coworker 

providing support has gone through a similar experience (whether with family or with 

work), or has knowledge of the coworker’s situation, and as a result, is in a position to 

offer appropriate advice, share relevant resources and/or knowledge, or provide 

perspective (see Table 1). The following quotes highlight the themes that emerged in this 

category. 

[Participant details a situation when s/he arranges for their mother, who 

specializes in teaching children with learning disabilities, to facilitate an assessment for a 

coworker’s children.] “One of my other co-workers whose got triplets and two of them 

have learning disabilities, so I grab my mum to meet with her just to teach her [the 

coworker] because she [the coworker] was struggling with getting testing done for them, 

psychological testing and everything, and getting plans in place at the school.” 

(Arranging for the provision of resources to help meet a family need) 

“It's not part of her job description but she did. It had to do with [participant’s 

husband] and his work path and how, the issue has been dealt with at this company and I 

was just really looking at her professional advice as a Human Resources person. She took 

the time to sit down with me and gave me her professional perspective and how it may 

help my husband’s situation.” (Providing advice for a family member) 

[Participant describes getting a client call after hours regarding a computer 

software issue] “And at the time, like the way that [the company] culture was, like the 
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managers really just manage people. They didn’t really get into the software to really 

know it. So when the call came in, I was like all right, I’ve got to find somebody 

specifically who can help this customer with their problem. And so it worked out well 

enough because we had some sort of instant messaging tool and he was online at the 

time. So he was already working. But he was able to get on the phone with them right 

away and take it from there, sort of thing.” (Sharing subject matter expertise) 

[Participant details an example of providing advice to a coworker who has 

newborns at home.] “And we talked a lot about what it was like, you know, having 

children and you know the kind of support and resources that you could use. I gave him 

some practical advice on how to deal with the situation.” (Providing advice) 

“Yeah, it’s more kind of – I don’t know the specific incident, but more the general 

fact that like [my wife] and I both work, we are going to school, we are really busy, but 

[my coworkers] - they are all police officers and they’ve all managed their family 

throughout working shift work and working opposite shifts with their spouse so they can 

trade off. So it’s putting things in perspective that truly anything is possible.” [Participant 

clarifies that it’s not about seeing what her/his coworkers do.] “[You know] it’s more so 

just knowing that things are crazy [in life], and kids are crazy and, I don’t know, like this, 

the way of life, and then they [coworkers] will always get through it and when they 

become teenagers it's even worse. I think perspective is the key thing.” (Providing 

perspective; for additional behavioral labels and associated quotes, see Table 1) 

Facilitating work adjustments.  

This type of behavior is reactive in nature and occurs when an employee responds 

to a specific WF issue faced by a coworker. As an example, the following quote from the 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

62 

behavioral label taking over work tasks does a good job of illustrating the reactive nature 

of these behaviors: 

“So I was in the east end with my daughter at a skating rink, and then my plan was 

to come downtown [to work], make the changes and print off the documents, deliver them, 

then go back out to the east end to pick up my daughter. But instead, [my coworker] made 

the changes and printed them and ran them over to [our boss] so that I didn't have to do all 

that running around.” 

This category also highlights the flexibility that coworkers are willing to provide to 

one another. For example, the employee adjusts his or her work-related activities or 

workload in order to help a coworker better balance work and family, demonstrates 

flexibility with schedules including rearranging one’s work schedule and switching 

schedules with a coworker to accommodate a family need, as well as being flexible with 

the work location of a coworker and any accompanying task adjustments (see Table 1 for 

associated labels and quotes).  

Proactively developing solutions.  

Unlike facilitating work adjustments that is more reactive in nature, proactively 

developing solutions involves more forward-thinking initiatives on the part of the 

employee. The specific behaviors within this category involve generating ideas to avoid 

WF challenges, strategizing work tasks, and planning how schedules and workloads could 

be rearranged to allow coworkers to more effectively manage work and family (see Table 

1). These behaviors are also more likely to benefit several team members and therefore, 

are less focused on a particular individual than are those in the facilitating work 

adjustments category.  
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Several of the labels applied to quotes highlight proactive support directed at 

reducing workload. For example: 

“I know that in some cases like you know I’ve had co-workers, if we’re working 

on a project together, like if they know that I have like a lot of stuff going on at home they 

might take on a bit more of the load in that project or something like that. So like balancing 

at work.” (Suggestions for managing the workload by reallocation of work tasks) 

“We’ve had to like… we had a shared project and we were kind of dividing up 

who’s going to do what. And I knew that she had a lot of other stuff on her plate [personally 

and professionally], so I took on the larger task of the two that we were going to kind of 

divide [equally]. (Suggestions to reduce a coworker’s workload; for additional quotes 

related to workload management see Table 1) 

Participants also discussed strategizing work tasks and task-related problem solving 

in order to introduce efficiencies and support one another’s balance of work and family. 

The following quotes highlight a few of the behavioral labels that touched on this theme.  

“I would say definitely we look at who knows the thing the best. So there’s some 

stuff s/he knows better. So typically, you know, I would let her/him do that. And vice-

versa. It’s faster that way.” (Redistributing work based on subject matter expertise) 

“So I created a document, a spreadsheet, that we could use to track all of our 

resources' hours per week and we started changing our production meeting to focus on 

just the things that were due that week. Like specific deliverables that were upcoming, 

and how many hours they had assigned to each of those things for the week, so that 

everyone knew at a glance on Monday mornings – these are the things that I have to do 
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before the end of the week. This is how many hours it all adds up to.” (Suggesting 

strategies for maximizing time at work) 

“So people who do the same kind of work as me and we’re working on a 

particular project together will kind of come to a consensus as to when we all need to get 

together for something that might be outside of the bounds of the normal office day. Or, 

yeah, look, so and so is on vacation next week, so maybe the three of us can get together 

and work it out ahead of time and then be able to provide them with an update when 

they’re back. That kind of thing.” (Strategizing upcoming work tasks as a team) 

“So feeling comfortable in sort of going to [my coworker] who’s running let’s say 

the upcoming meeting, or whom I’m supposed to get something done for by that time and 

say: Look, this has come up. Can we strategize quickly before I have to go how we can 

meet your needs? Can I push it until tomorrow? Or can I take part of it away and get it to 

you later? Or can you say: No, you know what? I can handle that. I don’t need you as 

much as I thought, or because this has come up, I’ll take care of it.” (Talk through work 

tasks or work problems to develop a solution) 

Data stemming from the question on how coworkers may have hindered 

participants’ ability to balance work and family were consistent with the higher order 

WFSCB categories detailed above, as all of the labels given to unsupportive examples 

had a counterpart in a WFSCB category. For example, not respecting others’ preferences 

for WF balance (an unsupportive WF coworker behavior label) is opposite in meaning to 

the WFSCB label avoid disturbing a coworker’s personal time. The following is an 

example quote that references a situation wherein a coworker intrudes on the participant’s 

WF balance by expecting them to continue to work after regular work hours. “Expecting 
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to meet after work to talk about something for work, it's like, ‘Let’s go for coffee after 

work just to talk about that topic, or this topic, or whatever it is’… And it’s just being 

asked as if it is not a big deal. And again, it’s a two-way street, your coworker has to 

understand that potentially they’re crossing a line.” Additional evidence of the conceptual 

redundancy among WFSCBs and the examples of unsupportive behaviors is their 

common reference to workload. Many of the examples of specific WFSCBs resulted in 

reduced workload. This theme was common across labels in several higher order WFSCB 

categories (e.g., sharing resources and knowledge based on experience, taking over work 

tasks, group problem solving to address high workload; see table 1) and its counterpart 

was found in many of the specific unsupportive behaviors mentioned by participants. The 

counterpart behavior involved adding to the workload and included labels such as: lack of 

assumed responsibility for their workload, ignoring work tasks, failing to meet deadlines, 

and not participating in work problem solving. In sum, we deemed it unnecessary to 

create additional higher order categories that would reflect unsupportive coworker 

behavior given our observation that such behaviors essentially mirror the supportive 

behaviors we identified.  

Antecedents of WFSCB. 

 Six categories of antecedents emerged from the responses participants provided 

when describing the context surrounding specific WFSCBs. Antecedents were captured 

through several of the follow-up questions/probes for each of the standardized interview 

questions. Because the questions in the interview protocol asked participants to provide 

examples of support received and of support provided, the data were analyzed and 

categorized according to whether the participant was providing antecedent-related 
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information for support received (e.g., why do you think your coworker helped you, what 

was the context surrounding their supportive behaviors, and who was the coworker), or 

for support provided (e.g., why did you decide to help your coworker(s), what context, 

situation, or personal factors prompted you to behave in this way towards your 

coworker(s)). A detailed description of each antecedent category is presented below and 

detailed sample quotations can be found in Table 2.  

Understanding of the coworker situation.  

When reflecting on the reasons why the participant decided to help their 

coworker(s) achieve better WF balance, participants mentioned that knowing their 

coworker’s situation regarding both work and/or family led them to provide support. 

Knowledge of the situation came from either communication between the two parties or 

through direct observation of their coworker struggling (e.g., when providing reasons 

why they helped a coworker, one participant stated “sometimes I would go by her cubicle 

and see that she’s sad or even in tears”). Communications between the participant and 

their coworker(s) included details of their workload, details of home life, and values of 

WF balance. According to the responses, the coworkers sometimes directly asked for 

help. Interestingly, responses to the question “why do you think your coworker(s) helped 

you?” only provided the detail that it could have been because their coworker knew of the 

situation through communication.  

Similarity with coworker(s).  

According to participant responses, sharing similarities amongst one another also 

contributed to WF-supportive behaviors. Specifically, common to descriptions of why 

support was received and of why support was provided, participants mentioned 
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similarities in terms of WF demands (e.g., “they have kids as well”), working style (e.g., 

“we … are both the kind of people who enjoy work as a hobby”), age group (e.g., “our 

age is pretty close”), level within organization (e.g., “we share the same level of 

position), and life experiences (e.g., “I have been there …”).  

Relationship with coworker(s).  

This category includes antecedents that reflect the relationship between 

coworkers, and were all common to descriptions of why support was received and why it 

was provided. Participants mentioned that knowing their coworker for a longer period of 

time affected their decision to provide support and likely influenced the coworker(s) 

decision to provide them with support. For example, one participant stated: “The people 

I’ve known longer… I certainly sort of in the back of my mind am thinking about them.” 

This is likely associated with other relationship antecedents that were identified including 

the quality and trusting nature of their relationship; in some cases, as the length of a 

relationship increases, so too does the quality of a relationship and the level of trust 

between both individuals.  

Ability to contribute to a change or improvement.  

Having certain skills and interdependency and knowledge of work tasks were 

mentioned as contributors to receiving support from coworker(s), as well as participants’ 

own decisions to help their coworkers (e.g., “I think if I hadn’t, there wasn’t anybody else 

who could do it because it was a scarce skill.”). A label that was unique to providing 

support was having flexibility with one’s schedule; participants detailed that this 

flexibility made it easier for them to provide support by accommodating the 

coworker’(s)’ need(s).  
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Perceived benefits of providing support.  

Common to descriptions of why support was received and why it was provided, 

participants mentioned several perceived potential benefits as antecedents to the 

occurrence of WF supportive behaviors. Three types of benefits were acknowledged. The 

first label, “benefits to mutually supportive relationships,” refers to the utility of building 

personal relationships and a team bond between their coworkers with the hope that 

supportive action will be continuously exchanged. “Benefits to work quality” refers to 

potential benefits of increased work quality and productivity as a result of support aimed 

at improved WF balance. The final label, “personal benefits for providing support,” was 

common to why support was provided and received. It denotes potential benefits such as 

improving one’s personal image and earning opportunities to learn and gain work 

experience through the provision of support. 

Personal characteristics.  

Participants also mentioned that their own personal characteristics and the 

personal characteristics of their coworker(s) influenced the occurrence of WFSCBs. The 

likeability of the receiver, and the provider’s empathy and altruistic tendency were 

mentioned as antecedents in descriptions of support provided as well as support received. 

There were two antecedents that were unique to descriptions of support provided: the 

receiver’s dedication to work (e.g., “she works really hard”) and his or her work 

competency (e.g., “I care much more about [coworkers who perform at a high level] than 

I do somebody who has consistently not delivered.”). An antecedent that was unique to 

the description of support received was the perception that a coworker supported them 

because the coworker wanted to pass on knowledge.  
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Discussion 

The primary goal of this qualitative, inductive investigation was to add to our 

understanding of the range of specific WF-focused supportive behaviors that coworkers 

could engage in to enhance one another’s experience of WF balance. Our research, based 

on data from 22 semi-structured interviews, identified five main categories of WFSCBs 

including: emotional support, facilitating work adjustments, demonstrating an 

understanding of the value of non-work life, proactively developing solutions, and 

sharing resources and knowledge. Our second goal was to explore possible antecedents of 

such supportive behavior. Our analyses yielded six categories of antecedents that include: 

understanding of the coworker situation, similarity of coworkers, relationship between 

coworkers, ability to contribute to a change or improvement, perceived benefits of 

providing support, and personal characteristics. In the following paragraphs, we discuss 

the five WFSCB categories and the six antecedents by comparing and contrasting them 

with previously studied constructs. We also propose possible relationships among the 

antecedents in explaining the manifestation of WFSCB. We conclude with a few 

suggestions on how our findings could be applied in organizations and inform future 

quantitative, deductive research.  

Categories of WFSCB. 

The results of this phenomenological study contribute to our conceptual 

understanding of WFSCBs in several ways. First, the findings on emotionally supportive 

behaviors invoke the broader notion of emotional support, which denotes sympathetic or 

caring behaviors aimed at helping a person to better cope with the negative emotions 

brought on by stressful experiences (Beehr, 1985). It therefore seems plausible that 
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coworkers can help each other better cope with the emotional strains stemming from WF 

balance struggles. Moreover, the range of behaviors we identified go well beyond those 

captured by common measures of coworker-provided emotional support. For example, 

the popular measure by Caplan et al. (1975a) taps emotional support with the items “how 

easy is it to talk with your coworkers?” and “how much are your coworkers willing to 

listen to your personal problems?” (e.g., Caplan et al., 1975a; Ducharme, Knudsen, & 

Roman, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Haynes, Wall, Bolden, Stride, & Rick, 1999; 

Sloan, 2012; Tang, 1998). Our findings suggest that coworkers can engage in other 

behaviors aimed at curbing the negative emotions associated with poor WF balance, such 

as acknowledging a colleague’s heavy workload, expressing availability to help if 

needed, supporting and encouraging team stress relief activities, and providing guidance 

on stress management. Our work could therefore be used as a basis for considering the 

broader content domain of coworker-provided emotional support, particularly when 

studying how such support relates to employees’ WF balance. Importantly, the behaviors 

we identified were specifically displayed in the context of an employee exerting effort to 

achieve WF balance. Such specific behaviors could be quite different, in their 

manifestation and in their intent, from the emotionally supportive behaviors captured in 

more general studies of coworker support (i.e., those not specifically addressing WF-

focused support). Thus, it may be a mistake to conclude that the emotionally supportive 

actions identified in this study reflect the same construct as those captured in research on 

coworker support that is not specific to the WF interface. Doing so could prevent the 

consideration of emotionally supportive behaviors of particular benefit to WF balance.  
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The labels in the category of facilitating work adjustments appear to imply 

instrumental support, a broader construct commonly measured in social support research. 

Generally speaking, instrumental support is “tangible” support characterized by rendering 

of actual assistance, such as actively contributing to task accomplishment (Beehr, 1985). 

While the notion of instrumental support is implied by our observations, our findings 

provide added detail regarding the specific behaviors that coworkers can engage in to 

provide such support in a manner that is focused on helping coworkers attain greater 

levels of WF balance. For example, being flexible with the location that a coworker 

works from due to their need to attend to family demands, or being flexible with respect 

to sharing work tasks, or even taking over work tasks. In comparison to the general 

manner in which coworker-provided instrumental support has been conceptualized and 

operationalized in past research, these specific forms of support could be more useful in 

helping an employee find a greater balance between their work and home demands.  

The category of sharing resources and knowledge also evokes the broader notion 

of instrumental support in that the behaviors included in this category would help an 

employee more easily overcome demands in an effort to better balance work and family 

roles. However, these particular behaviors appear distinguishable from those included in 

the facilitating work adjustments category discussed above, which focuses on being 

flexible with the structure of work (i.e., timing, location) and demonstrating the flexibility 

to directly support the execution of work tasks (e.g., sharing the workload). Sharing 

resources and knowledge involves providing a colleague with material resources or 

knowledge to support them in independently dealing with a current task (e.g., dropping of 

work documents at a coworker’s home, providing subject matter expertise) or future need 
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(e.g., providing advice for managing a home demand), and are ultimately aimed at 

improving efficiency in order to allow for better WF balance. Furthermore, the behaviors 

involved in facilitating work adjustments are more clearly “in the moment” reactive 

responses, whereas sharing resources and knowledge can provide information or insights 

that could be applied at a later time, such as providing advice for future work or home 

demands. Our findings therefore suggest that tangible, coworker-provided support salient 

to WF balance can take at least two seemingly different forms.  

The notion of sharing knowledge has been studied as a component of general 

social support (Caplan et al., 1975a; Caplan et al., 1975b), and bares some similarity to 

the conceptualization of coworker-provided mentoring (Ensher et al., 2001). However, 

the behaviors we observed are more specifically aimed at benefitting WF balance. Also, 

the behaviors captured by our facilitating work adjustments and sharing resources and 

knowledge categories bare some resemblance to some behaviors included in the 

instrumentally focused measure of WF coworker support developed by Mesmer-Magnus 

et al. (2010). The common behaviors include sharing work tasks, swapping work shifts, 

taking over work tasks/responsibilities, and providing information and resources to help a 

coworker work outside of the office. Such convergence could speak to the particular 

salience of these actions to the promotion of WF balance among coworkers. 

The category proactively developing solutions bears some resemblance to the 

construct of creative WF management that was first conceptualized and validated in the 

development of a FSSB measure (Hammer et al., 2009; Hammer et al., 2007). The 

construct of creative WF management is based on the emerging literature that focuses on 

dual agendas and organizational strategies to design work that accommodates and 
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supports effectiveness in both work and non-work roles (Bailyn, 2003; Bailyn, Fletcher, 

& Kolb, 1997; Bailyn & Harrington, 2004; Kolb & Merrill-Sands, 1999; Rapoport, 

Bailyn, Fletcher, & Pruitt, 2002; Rayman, Bailyn, Dickert, Carré, Harvey, & Krim, 

1999). At its core, this construct delineates proactive action and involves the insight to 

uncover and implement new ways of facilitating both employee and company needs. It 

differs from instrumental support in that it is not so much a reactive behavior as it is a 

strategic effort to address issues that impact the greater organization (versus the 

individual) (Hammer et al., 2009).  

Our findings suggest that proactive behavior that is forward-looking and aimed at 

ameliorating stressful conditions in the work group that may be thwarting WF balance is 

not necessarily the sole purview of supervisors. Furthermore, the behaviors identified in 

the category of proactively developing solutions are consistent with the voice literature, 

which implies that employees can be excellent generators of ideas/solutions of potential 

benefit to group/unit functioning (Detert & Burris, 2007; Janssen & Gao, 2013; Lepine & 

Van Dyne, 1998; Liu, Zhu, & Yang, 2010; Morrison & Milliken, 2000; Saunders, 

Sheppard, Knight, & Roth, 1992; Stamper & Dyne, 2001; Van Dyne & Lepine, 1998).   

Other behaviors that emerged from our data are similar in nature to those that 

supervisors can display (e.g., listening to struggles meeting work and family demands, 

flexibility with schedules, and developing solutions to better accommodate work and 

family; Hammer et al., 2009; 2013). These commonalities not only imply that coworkers 

and supervisors can provide similar forms of WF-focused support, but also that they can 

each conceivably contribute to more family-supportive work environments, either 

independently or by influencing one another. For example, supervisors and employees 
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can voice suggestions on how to help unit members achieve WF balance. Alternatively, 

supervisors can model supportive behavior for coworkers to enact and/or employees can 

convince supervisors to be more WF-supportive by exemplifying such support with each 

other.  

Finally, the category demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work 

life provides unique insights into WFSCB, as this category does not appear to have an 

obvious counterpart in the supervisor support (Hammer et al., 2009; 2011), coworker 

support (McManus et al., 2002; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & Prottas, 

2005), or social support literatures (Caplan, 1974, Caplan et al., 1975a; Caplan et al., 

1975b; Ducharme et al., 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Haynes et al., 1999; Sloan, 

2012; Tang, 1998). Previous research has demonstrated that peers’ attitudes play an 

important role in individuals’ decisions on issues in the workplace (Donmez, Matson, 

Savan, Farahani, Photiadis, & Dafoe, 2014). By being understanding and encouraging of 

a coworker’s desire to more effectively meet personal and family commitments, as well 

as by speaking up for a fellow coworker’s WF balance, individuals demonstrate that they 

value non-work life. As a result, exhibiting these behaviors can directly support a specific 

coworker, while simultaneously contributing to a more WF-supportive work culture.  

Antecedents of WFSCB. 

Our results suggest that there are similarities and differences between potential 

antecedents of WFSCB and proposed antecedents to FSSB and to family-facilitative 

coworker support (Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2009; Straub, 2012). In our study, 

the relationship with coworker(s) emerged as a potential antecedent for WFSCB, with 

specific components of the relationship identified, including its length, quality, and trust 
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level. This is in keeping with Straub’s (2012) suggestion that the degree of leader-

member exchange quality should influence a manager’s FSSB, as well as Mesmer-

Magnus and Viswesvaran’s (2009) idea that high work-group cohesion predicts family-

facilitative coworker support. 

Straub (2012) proposed that managers’ life course stage and family life stage 

should have an effect on their level of FSSB. Specifically, managers are more cognisant 

of WF issues when they are in WF-intense life course stages (e.g., during child-rearing 

years). Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2009) similarly proposed that coworkers 

experiencing similar WF demands to the individual in need of support should be more 

likely to provide family-facilitative support. Our results are consistent with both 

frameworks, as represented by the labels “coworker has similar WF demands” and 

“similar age group” under the higher order category of similarity with coworker(s). 

However, in Straub’s (2012) model, the emphasis is on managers being in specific life 

stages, regardless of the life stages of the recipients, while in our results and the 

framework provided by Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2009), the emphasis was on 

the “similarities” between providers and recipients of WFSCB. Participants in our study 

also provided greater nuance regarding types of similarity among coworkers that might 

contribute to the provision of WFSCB. They described similarity in terms of working 

style, age group, level/position within the organization, and life experiences (generally). 

Similarities in terms of work styles and WF pressures may make it easier for coworkers 

to identify with each other’s needs and thus, provide valuable support.  

Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran (2009) proposed interdependency of work 

tasks as a potential antecedent, given that a coworker could be in a better position to 
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provide support. This aligns with the label “interdependency and knowledge of work 

tasks,” which is included in the ability to contribute to a change or improvement 

category. The remaining FSSB antecedents proposed by Straub (2012) and those of 

family-facilitative coworker support proposed by Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran 

(2009), such as gender roles, social identification, frequency of requesting support, and 

organizational justice were not mentioned by participants in the current study, although 

this does not necessarily mean that they are of lesser relevance.  

Several higher order categories of antecedents identified in this study, including 

understanding of the coworker situation, perceived benefits of providing support, 

personal characteristics, and the ability to contribute to a change or improvement were 

not implied by Straub’s (2012) or Mesmer-Magnus and Viswesvaran’s (2009) work. We 

discuss them below in relation to existing theory and research.  

Understanding of the coworker situation could conceivably be a necessary 

condition for many forms of WFSCB, in that a lack of understanding would make it 

difficult to know that support is needed, let alone what specific type of support would be 

of most benefit. It is conceivable that the quality of the relationship between coworkers, a 

possible antecedent discussed earlier, would facilitate conversations of a personal nature 

that could bring to light the specifics of each other’s WF situations. If this is true, then 

efforts among coworkers to build mutual trust, particularly of an affective nature 

(McAllister, 1995), could provide them with the comfort to reveal difficult personal 

circumstances, thus cuing their need for support. Such trust is likely to be fostered 

through a process of social exchange (Blau, 1964), where coworkers reciprocate 

discretionary favors for each other over time.  
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The perceived benefits of providing support evoke one of the basic tenets of social 

exchange theory (Blau, 1964), where individuals are more likely to develop a relationship 

(such as providing help or assistance to another person) when they believe that the 

relationship will provide greater benefits than costs. Considering the results of our 

research, such benefits could include “looking good” (not only in the eyes of the person 

being supported) and/or some kind of future in-kind reciprocation by the supported party. 

Research on cultural differences in social support suggests that this category of 

antecedents might be more salient in an individualistic rather than a collectivistic culture, 

as the former tends to view support in terms of economic exchange, whereas the latter 

tends to view support as an integral part of social roles and relationships (Yoon & Lim, 

1999). 

Personal characteristics of the support recipient appear to capture the importance 

of their contributions at work (e.g., dedication to work, competency). This could suggest 

that thoughts of distributive fairness (Adams, 1965) are at play, in that coworkers could 

consider some peers as more deserving of WFSCB than others given their superior 

performance contributions to the unit. Social exchange cognitions could also be implied 

if coworkers consider how they could personally gain from supporting a particularly 

valuable colleague. This finding is in keeping with mentoring research suggesting that 

people have a greater desire to support those who have greater ability/potential (Allen, 

Poteet, & Russell, 2000; Lapierre, Bonaccio, & Allen, 2009). Irrespective of the 

underlying reasoning, coworkers could be more prone to supporting the WF balance of 

those who bring greater value to their work unit. Turning now to personal characteristics 

of the support provider, these seem to reflect an inherent and/or experience-driven desire 
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to help others. For example, being an empathetic and/or altruistic person involves having 

an inherent, prosocial orientation toward others. The desire to support others may also 

stem from one’s desire to pass on considerable experience and knowledge gained, which 

has also been discussed as a possible reason that some people enjoy mentoring others 

(Allen et al., 1997).  

Finally, the ability to contribute to a change or improvement would conceivably 

be a necessary condition for any WFSCB that requires the use or alteration of 

organizational resources or practices, such as changing workloads, redistributing work in 

the team, or altering how tasks are accomplished within the unit, which are implied by 

our proactively developing solutions category. Extrapolating beyond the data, this 

antecedent implies that at least some examples of WFSCB could more easily be 

manifested when employees feel more empowered, particularly in terms of having 

influence over job responsibilities and workplace decisions (Matthews, Diaz, & Cole, 

2003).  

The preceding discussion implies possible causal relationships among some of the 

antecedents identified. For instance, the quality of relationships with coworkers would 

likely play an important role in explaining the provision of WFSCB by making 

coworkers see the benefits of providing support (e.g., maintained or further enhanced 

relationships), although this does not preclude the possibility that support could be given 

purely for self-aggrandizing reasons (e.g., “looking good”). In turn, closer relationships 

among coworkers could make it easier for them to understand their situations, thus 

making them more aware of support needed. The personal characteristics identified in our 

research could also indirectly influence WFSCB by first facilitating closer coworker 
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relationships. Pro-social characteristics (e.g., being empathetic, altruistic) could make it 

easier for a person to forge closer relationships with others, and being viewed as highly 

valuable to the unit (e.g., highly competent, dedicated to work) could be (professionally) 

attractive to others. Also, similarities between coworkers (e.g., similar WF demands, 

similar level in the organization, similar age) could indirectly influence WFSCB by 

enhancing understanding of each other’s’ situations. For example, research has found that 

having similar demands at home or at work as one of your coworkers may increase the 

likelihood of communication regarding those demands (Burt, 1982; Friedkin, 1993). In 

sum, there are reasons to believe that the antecedents we identified could explain the 

occurrence of WFSCB in a sequential fashion.  

Limitations and Avenues for Future Research. 

Given the inductive qualitative method employed in this study, our findings 

should be seen for what they are: possibilities regarding the range of behaviors 

exemplifying the theoretical construct of WFSCB, and those regarding the factors that 

could account for their manifestation. The results of this study should not be seen as an 

empirical test of whether the WFSCB categories that emerged or the relationships 

between the antecedent factors and manifestations of WFSCB exist in a given population. 

Such verification would be the aim of future quantitative, deductively-focused research. 

The results of this qualitative inquiry highlight the importance of measuring coworker 

support beyond its general conceptualization (i.e., emotional and instrumental support). 

The social support literature is currently limited with regards to its empirically based 

knowledge and understanding of the broader spectrum of behaviors that coworkers can 

engage in to support the balance of work and family responsibilities. Our research 
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provides evidence for the existence of very specific behavioral manifestations of such 

support. As a first step toward carrying out this type of research, our qualitative results 

could be used to develop a more specific, WF-focused measure of coworker support. We 

suggest that our labels be used as a basis for generating specific items for each higher 

order category. Samples of employees representatively drawn from a target population of 

interest could then be used to examine the measure’s factor structure, thus revealing 

whether the higher order categories we identified have generalizable validity. A 

psychometrically sound measure of WFSCB would be essential for testing specific 

hypotheses depicting relationships between WFSCB, possible antecedents, and 

anticipated outcomes, such as WF balance and conflict.  

Participants in the current study were from Canada and the United States and as a 

result, it is possible that WFSCBs would differ across countries with varying cultural 

norms. In collectivist countries for example, many of the types of WFSCBs identified in 

our study may not generally be considered acceptable in the workplace. Research from 

various Asian samples has demonstrated that individuals are not encouraged, or even 

permitted, to express their feelings in the workplace (Taylor, Welch, Kim, & Sherman, 

2007; Yoon & Lim, 1999). Perhaps in these countries emotional support behaviors, such 

as talking about shared experiences and expressing availability to help, would not be 

observed. Furthermore, talking about problems is less common as a style of giving or 

receiving support in Asian cultures (Wellisch, Kagawa-Singer, Reid, Lin, Nishikawa-Lee, 

& Wellisch, 1999) and this could result in less knowledge and resource sharing. The 

centrality of work and family roles could also impact findings for WFSCBs. For example, 

research on social support in collectivist (e.g., Asia) versus individualist (e.g., North 
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America) societies has shown that family and work centralities are negatively related 

(Sinha, 1986); in India (a collectivist country), work is secondary to family for many 

people (Misra, Ghosh, & Kanungo, 1990). Consequently, it is plausible that individuals 

who value family over work seek out many forms of social support primarily in their 

home life. This tendency could result in a narrowed spectrum of support behaviors being 

enacted at work by coworkers due to a reduced need and/or desire to seek support from 

coworkers. Therefore, it is recommended that an empirical investigation be conducted to 

verify the existence of these WFSCBs across different cultures.  

Conclusion and Practical Implications. 

The present study extends previous WF research on coworker support by 

contributing rich, empirically-grounded information regarding the possible manifestations 

of WF-focused support provided by coworkers, as well as factors that could influence the 

display of such behavior. The common themes that emerged from the interview data 

should not only help future quantitative deductive research efforts on the topic, but also 

provide insights for beneficial organizational practices. For example, regular team/staff 

meetings where coworkers each voice their work- and/or family-related challenges can 

increase the team’s understanding of each other’s situation (an antecedent identified in 

this study), which could foster more WFSCB. Encouraging activities and conversation 

that allow coworkers to gain more knowledge of each other’s work tasks and family 

demands, along with allowing flexibility and autonomy in work tasks, should contribute 

to an increase in coworkers’ motivation and ability to contribute to changes that could 

help enhance WF balance for most, if not all unit members. The results of this study 

could also provide individuals in the workforce with specific knowledge on how they can 
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contribute to a family-supportive organizational culture by referring to the specific 

WFSCB examples provided in this article.   
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Table 1 

 

Higher-Order Categories of WFSCB, Labels Representing Specific Behaviors Within Each Category, and Representative Quotes 
 

HOC Labels Example Quotes 

Demonstrating an 

understanding of 

the value of non-

work life 

 Advocate for additional resources to 

support coworkers’ work-family 

balance 

 Advocating for the importance of 

your coworkers’ work-family 

balance 

 Being understanding and supporting 

flexibility with a coworker’s 

personal schedule 

 Coworker accepts that sometimes 

family & personal needs take 

priority 

 Encouraging one to attend to family 

& personal needs 

 Coworker displays work-family 

balance behaviors (in own life) 

 Avoiding disturbing a coworker’s 

family time 

 Participant details support received from a coworker wherein she was away on 

maternity leave and she was assigned a project (for her return) that would require her 

to travel a lot and be away from her family. “I would have had to live in a different 

country for six months since I got back [from my maternity leave]. And one of my co-

workers, unbeknownst to me, because he just knew me so well, went and talked to the 

Senior VP and just said that this isn't ideal.” Advocating for the importance of your 

coworkers’ work-family balance 

 Participant describes how their coworkers demonstrate understanding of family 

commitments/responsibilities. “People at the coworker level, so not just our 

supervisor, seem to respect [your family commitments] if you state – look, I’ve got a 

hard stop at three o’clock. I have to go because of a family commitment or 

appointment or whatever it might be, there’s not a lot of pushback against that. It’s 

sort of a very understanding circle.” Being understanding and supporting flexibility 

with a coworker’s personal schedule 

 Participant discusses receiving support from a coworker who shared a work task with 

her. The participant was away from the office for an extended period of time. “She 

was very good about not reaching out to me unless she absolutely needed guidance. 

She took the direction I provided [before I left] and really made a conscious effort to 

do as much as she could without bothering me while I was away.” Avoiding disturbing 

a coworker’s family time 

 

Emotional support  Acknowledging your coworker’s 

heavy workload 

 Coworker expresses their 

availability to help if needed 

 Supporting and encouraging 

coworker stress relief activities 

 Supporting a coworker’s need to 

step away briefly from a stressful 

work situation 

 Talking about shared experiences 

 Participant discusses a scenario supporting a coworker who had a sick elderly parent 

and their stress was spilling over to work and was visible when they were completing 

work tasks. “Maybe this is part of that informal thing that seeing somebody is maxed 

out and frazzled and being able to pull them aside and say – lets go have a coffee and 

just sit down and unwind for 20 minutes.” Supporting a coworker’s need to step away 

briefly from a stressful work situation 

 Participant discusses being able to speak with a coworker about his sick mother 

because that coworker had gone through a very similar experience with his own 

mother. “He was able to say, okay, it has happened. Take a deep breath. It’s not going 

to go away but you will come to be able to deal with it a bit more once you start 

breathing. And I could go and talk to him about it and feel I had someone I could open 
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HOC Labels Example Quotes 

 Caring demonstrated amongst 

coworkers 

 Providing comfort and reassurance 

 Listening to personal issues and 

details of personal lives 

 Providing guidance on stress 

management 

up to and share exactly how…someone who knew what I was going through.” Talking 

about shared experiences 

 Participant discusses providing support to a coworker who was feeling guilty about 

spending too much time at work, and was debating making a change so that more time 

could be spent at home. “He said to me ‘I need to be home more’ and I just remember 

mentioning, you know, ‘just don’t lose sight of priorities,’ something like that. I 

thought that was helpful, if someone had done that same thing for me, and just 

comforting me and saying ‘these are your priorities, don’t worry - you have to set 

your priorities, keep your eye on the priorities.’ It's almost like, again, comforting and 

the reassurance that this is the right way. ‘You don’t have to think about it too much, 

this is the right way.’” Providing comfort and reassurance 

 

Sharing resources 

& knowledge 
 Arranging for the provision of 

resources to help meet a family need 

 Facilitate the provision of work 

resources while away from the 

workplace 

 Sharing subject matter expertise 

 Providing advice for managing work 

and family demands 

 Sharing resources and knowledge 

based on similar experiences 

 Providing advice for a family 

member 

 Providing advice specific to work or 

family 

 Providing perspective (i.e., different 

way of thinking or viewing a 

situation) 

 Participant discusses a scenario where she had been able to work from home when her 

children were sick because her coworker provided her with work resources. 

“Sometimes I work from home because the kids get sick and so I have no choice but 

to work from home. I’ll text her and ask her to send me documents that I don’t have 

access to from home. She’s the person I go to for everything.” Facilitate the provision 

of work resources while away from the workplace 

 Participant discusses a scenario where she provided support to her coworker who was 

studying to be a certified accountant and had been experiencing difficulty juggling 

home and work life. “She [participant’s coworker] is doing her CGA now, so she will 

talk with me, mainly me, sometimes it was [our other coworker], about how to 

balance studies, kids, and work. So we will share our experience with her and how we 

organize the family duties and the work and the studying.” Providing advice for 

managing work and family demands 

 Participant discusses being in a new leadership role when the workload was high and 

affecting time with family, and a peer (i.e., another supervisor) shared resources and 

knowledge regarding how to manage people. “There was a time when I first started as 

a supervisor, the amount of work that I was doing was above and beyond the hours 

that I was getting paid for. You know, as a new leader you definitely need support 

from coworkers and peers to kind of feel it out. I think he definitely was there to help 

me and kind of guide me along the way on learning.” Sharing resources and 

knowledge based on experience 

 

Facilitating work 

adjustments 
 Flexibility with sharing work tasks 

 Flexibility with work location 

 Participant describes a situation when he took on more of the workload because he 

knew his coworker had too much on her plate. “We had a shared project and we were 
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HOC Labels Example Quotes 

 Taking over work tasks 

 Flexibility regarding work schedules 

kind of dividing up who is going to do what. I knew that she had a lot of other stuff on 

her plate, so I took on the larger task of the two that we would have had to divide.” 

Flexibility with sharing work tasks 

 Participant discusses examples of when she or her coworkers have had to work from 

home due to a family or personal demand and the flexibility of her coworkers with 

regards to working remotely. “Our coworkers, my colleagues, have no problem 

calling into meetings. We’re flexible in terms of if you’re calling into meetings if you 

have to stay at home… we always encourage when we’re setting up meetings, we 

always have call-in numbers, so that if someone for whatever reason is not in the 

office and needs to call in remotely, that’s doable.” Flexibility with work location 

 Participant discusses alternating work start and stop times with her coworkers to 

accommodate each other’s family/personal needs. “In another organization that I 

worked at, we worked as stockbrokers together and we managed a book of business 

together. I guess I would typify it as the regular course of supporting each other’s 

work-life balance because we shared our clients and our book of business. We were 

structured in order to do that. There were three of us, and we each had younger 

families and we would spell each other off if one person needed to come in late, then 

the other person would come in early.” Flexibility regarding work schedules 

 

Proactively 

developing 

solutions 

 Group problem solving to address 

high workload 

 Redistributing work based on 

subject matter expertise 

 Suggesting strategies for 

maximizing time at work 

 Strategizing upcoming work tasks as 

a team 

 Suggestions to management to 

address workload on team 

 Talk through work tasks or problems 

to develop a solution 

 Suggestions for improving 

collaboration 

 Suggestions to reduce a coworker’s 

workload 

 Participant discusses a period of time with an unusually high workload that had them 

working overtime; she and her coworker met outside of work to strategize and make a 

plan to address their high workload. “The other thing that we’re starting to do is book 

dedicated time where the two of us are together outside of the office. So that helps 

with work balance, which always leads to home balance because if you can get things 

done and feel accomplished at the end of the day then you won’t have that feeling that 

you are 10 feet under and you better sign on [to email] real quick [as soon as you get 

home] because tomorrow’s just going to get worse. So that’s really helpful.” Group 

problem solving to address high workload 

 Participant discusses a large-scale project that had him and his coworkers working 

overtime. “We were really under-staffed for the project. People were working 100-

hour weeks. So the first thing that we did [collectively] was really escalate things up 

to management and say hey, we need more people. These are the types of people we 

need and we put together some creative solutions to relax some of the burden on us.” 

Suggestions to management to address workload on team 

 Participant works in a project-based environment and describes that on several 

occasions she has gone to a fellow coworker’s manager to discuss the schedule for 
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HOC Labels Example Quotes 

 Scheduling suggestions to better 

manage the workload 

 Suggestions for managing the 

workload through reallocation of 

work tasks 

completing a number of work tasks. “One of the biggest things that I was able to do 

from a work-life balance [perspective] was adjust the schedule. I know it seems like a 

little thing, but actually go to their managers and sell them on the fact that it was 

going to be back to back to back weekends. I went to them [the managers] and even 

though I knew that not all of [the work] was my projects they were working on. It’s 

like – can we shift this out? Can we shift out the dates to give more breathing room in 

between?” Scheduling suggestions to better manage the workload 

Note. HOC = higher order category. Italicized text indicates the label represented by the quote. 
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Table 2 

 
Higher-Order Categories of Antecedents of WFSCB, Labels Representing Lower-Order Antecedents Within Each Category, and Representative Quotes 

 

HOC Label Quote 

Understanding of the 

coworker situation 

*Knowledge of the situation 

through open communication 

That you want to be cognizant of people’s… the other demands on people’s time 

outside of the work environment. So if somebody is saying, you know, like somebody 

has commented that their dad is sick and it’s taking up a lot of their time, you’re aware 

of that when you’re thinking about planning the next project meeting going, okay, you 

know, Jen’s got doctors’ appointments with her dad somewhere around there. I’d better 

ask her about it before I go ahead and book this. 

 

 [support provided] Knowledge of 

the situation through observation 

When you see somebody who’s struggling … because they’re feeling maxed out or 

because something has just happened in their life that is overwhelming either at work 

or in their personal lives…You know, I don’t know, a silly example, someone’s 

fighting with their computer to get it to save a Word document as a PDF... and they’re 

losing their minds because they’ve got 15,000 things pulling them in different 

directions and their computer isn’t working properly. 

 

Similarity with 

coworker(s) 

*Coworker has similar work-family 

demands 

They are kind of in the same boat. I mean, they have kids as well so they completely 

understand. 

 

 *Coworker is like-minded and has 

similar working style 

Because we are very similar in [that] what drives and motivates us is very much the 

same… We both believe, you know, it’s not what you say, it’s what you do that defines 

a person. So through our actions and how we work together and how we support each 

other, we were very much able to see, oh, this is who this guy is and we were able to 

see that we’re both stand-up and that we’d be there for each other. 

 

 *Similar age group I guess we are 30 and most of the people working (there) are above their 40s. So there 

is a big age gap, but yeah we hang out with them outside of work…Yeah, basically, 

everybody is like ten years older than me. 

 

 *Similar level/position within the 

organization 

So we are both HR advisors, and we share the same level of position, which I think is 

also key that we have this working relationship…You’re always making sure that 

you’re working at the same pace, so it’s just been really helpful that we’ve connected 

really well and back each other up. 

 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

104 

HOC Label Quote 

 *Went through a similar experience I have been there, so I was able to provide perspective on saying, you know, listen, I 

know where you are. And I was able again, here’s an area where we developed the 

vocabulary, the words just locked, like they clicked right away because I’d say this is 

how you feel. He’s like yes. And this is what you’re thinking and this is what you think 

you should do next. But here’s why it’s wrong. 

 

Relationship with 

coworker(s) 

*Length of relationship The people I’ve known longer ... , I certainly sort of in the back of my mind am 

thinking about them when we’re talking about work that has to get done and the 

volume of work or that kind of thing. 

 

 *Quality of relationship I’ve had a pretty good personal relationship with my coworkers as well, so that helps as 

well. 

 

 *Trusting relationship She was a good friend and I knew that she had my back when something went wrong. 

There was a lot of mutual trust. 

 

Ability to contribute to a 

change or improvement 

*Specific skills I think if I hadn’t [taken over the task], there wasn’t anybody else who could do it 

because it was a scarce skill. 

 

 [support provided] Flexibility with 

schedule 

Probably because at the time I was pretty flexible. Like I didn’t have lots of personal 

restrictions that made it hard for me to accommodate that. 

 

 *Interdependency and knowledge 

of work tasks 

I would say the only other example I can think of right now is work sharing. So we are 

very connected in our deliverables, and we have a very large team structure. So we 

know what is on the plate, and we back each other up well. 

 

Perceived benefits of 

providing support 

*Benefits to mutually supportive 

relationships 

Where we see an opportunity to help the other, we take it because we know that when I 

help you, you will help me someday. 

 

 *Personal benefits for providing 

support 

It’s partially because I wanted to look good. I knew that I had a promotion coming up. 

 

 *Benefits to work quality I also cared about the project that we were working on together and wanting to not 

have that fall between the cracks or become more difficult. 

 

 

Personal characteristics *Receiver’s likeability I think [it is because] she likes me and I try to help her out whenever I can. 
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HOC Label Quote 

 

 [support provided] Receiver’s 

dedication to work 

S[he] was a very good worker, she worked really hard. But she just wasn’t a morning 

person. Sometimes it was a struggle to come in at 9:00. Sometimes not [un]til 10:00, 

sometimes 10:30. So sometimes she was very late and she’d miss meetings, but I’d 

cover. 

 

 [support provided] Receiver’s 

competency 

I care much more about [coworkers who perform at a high level] than I do somebody 

who has consistently not delivered. While I will try to provide support to both [higher 

and lower performers], my time is valuable in terms of who I spend it with. And so I’ll 

probably spend more time with that top performer making sure that they’re okay, that 

they’re well supported. 

 

 *Provider’s empathy I think generally there’s empathy there. She’s gone through it, right? I think we’re a 

pretty good team, we’re supportive, and I think that factors into it as well, right? 

 

 *Provider’s altruism I didn’t really think of it that way. [I mean] the benefits to me. I mean, ultimately I 

guess just a sense of, well, that’s just the right thing to do. We’re not giving her the 

support she needs in this kind of situation. So if there’s something that I can do that 

will help with that, well then that just feels pretty good. So I guess it’s intrinsic that 

way. 

 

 [support received] Provider wants 

to pass on knowledge 

She’s been with the company for five years. She’s been there forever and ever and 

ever. She is the one that showed me kind of the internal workings of our office when I 

first started. 

 

Note. “Support received” refers to participants’ account of why they think their coworker provided them with support; “support provided” refers to participants’ 

account of why they provided support to a coworker; * = label is common to responses given by participants in reference to support received and support 

provided; HOC = higher order category; Total number of sources/participants in the data = 22; When [support received] or [support provided] precedes a label, 

this indicates that the label is unique to participants’ account of either support received or support provided. 
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Abstract 

This study builds and extends previous work-family (WF) research on coworker 

support by contributing rich, empirically grounded information regarding specific 

manifestations of WF supportive coworker behaviors (WFSCB). The factor structure and 

potential benefits of WFSCB was investigated in two studies. Findings from two 

exploratory factor analyses and a confirmatory factor analysis revealed that WFSCB is 

best represented by four dimensions including: emotional support, facilitating work 

adjustments, sharing resources and knowledge, and proactively developing solutions, all 

of which demonstrated adequate internal consistency. The findings of a hierarchical 

regression analysis (N = 502 employees) provided preliminary evidence suggesting that 

WFSCB can significantly reduce work-to-family conflict, and improve WF balance, WF 

positive spillover, and life satisfaction. The utility of WFSCB as a source of informal 

workplace support was underscored based on evidence of its incremental validity in the 

prediction of these outcome variables over and above general coworker support. The 

findings demonstrate that these WF focused behaviors provide benefits beyond what 

emotional and/or instrumental support (i.e., general coworker support) can offer. Practical 

guidance on how employees can actively engage with their coworkers to foster improved 

functioning, and to do so while also contributing to a family-supportive work 

environment is also provided. 
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Evolving trends in the global labour force including a greater representation of 

women and dual-earner couples, an aging population, growing numbers of single parents, 

and expanded gender role responsibilities, have contributed to a blurring of the lines 

between work and family life (Hammer & Zimmerman, 2011; Hoganson, 2011; Marshall, 

2009). Difficulty in effectively managing the competing demands of important life roles 

has become a struggle for a large proportion of the Canadian and American populations 

(Aumann & Galinsky, 2009; Hoganson, 2011). As a result, now more than ever, there is a 

greater awareness and emphasis being placed on obtaining a healthy work-life balance. 

Growing knowledge of the interdependence between work and family, coupled with the 

substantive body of research illuminating issues that individuals encounter in attempting 

to manage competing life demands (Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; Eby, Casper, 

Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005), has led many organizations to implement 

family-friendly policies and programs in the hopes of maintaining the health of their 

workforce. Although these formal organizational supports can be an important resource 

in the alleviation of stress, research has been mixed in terms of the benefits to various 

work-family (WF) outcomes (e.g., Allen & Shockley, 2009; Allen, Johnson, Kiburz, & 

Shockley, 2013; Byron, 2005; Hammer, Neal, Newsom, Brockwood, & Colton, 2005; 

Masuda, Poelmans, Allen, Spector, Lapierre, Cooper, et al., 2011; Mesmer-Magnus & 

Viswesvaran, 2006). Furthermore, evidence has suggested that formal family-friendly 

supports may not be sufficient as the only source of workplace support (Allen, 2001; 

Kossek, Lewis, & Hammer, 2009). One explanation for this, specifically with regards to 

telework, is the difficulty that employees may experience managing the boundary 

between their work and home lives. These borders provide individuals with cues as to 
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when to attend to family responsibilities and when to attend to work responsibilities; 

when these lines blur, responsibility management may suffer resulting in consequences to 

WF integration (Lapierre & Allen, 2006; Silver & Goldscheider, 1994). A more global 

explanation is the influence that the informal organizational aspects (e.g., peers, 

supervisors, informal expectations such as long work hours) have over an employee’s 

decision to use family-friendly benefits (Allen, 2001; Metz, 2011; Roth, 2007). For 

example, if an employee is led to believe that their use of a family-friendly benefit would 

be perceived as low commitment to work or poor performance, they would likely be 

discouraged from using it. Alternatively, if there were positive beliefs surrounding the 

use of family-friendly benefits (i.e., clear value placed on WF integration), their use 

would be more likely. Thus, it is important that both the formal (e.g., policy, benefits) and 

informal (coworker support, supervisor support) organizational components demonstrate 

alignment and consistency.  

Over the last several decades, WF research has pointed to the utility of informal 

organizational supports, specifically social support from coworkers and supervisors, as a 

resource that directly contributes to improved navigation of the WF interface (e.g., 

Hammer, Kossek, Yragui, Bodner, & Hanson, 2009; Hammer, Kossek, Zimmerman, & 

Daniels, 2007; Kossek Pichler, Bodner, & Hammer, 2011; Matthews Bulger, & Barnes-

Farrell, 2010; O’Driscoll, Poelmans, Spector, Kalliath, Allen, Cooper, et al., 2003; 

Thomas & Ganster, 1995). In some cases, research has demonstrated that informal 

support may offer greater relative importance over formal support with respect to various 

WF and health outcomes, as well as job-related attitudes, including WF conflict, stress, 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

110 

turnover intention, and job satisfaction (Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, 2002; Behson, 

2002; Behson, 2005). 

In a knowledge-driven economy, the support of coworkers has become 

increasingly important as employers move towards flatter organizational structures 

(Ensign, 1998) with more team-based environments where employees work 

interdependently (Cascio, 1998; Devine, Clayton, Philips, Dunford, & Melner, 1999; 

Gordon, 1992; Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, & Gilson, 2008; Salas, Burke, & Cannon-

Bowers, 2000). As a result, not only do coworkers have increased decision-making power 

and discretion over task responsibilities and workload, they also often have firsthand 

knowledge of how workplace demands and family responsibilities may be incompatible. 

This puts them in an optimal position to offer each other family-focused support (Ray & 

Miller, 1994). As compared to supervisor support however, the coworker support topical 

area has not experienced a comparable amount of research attention and theory 

progression. This is true despite demonstrated utility of coworker support in the 

alleviation of the negative effects associated with work and family-related stress (Byron, 

2005; Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; LaRocco & Jones, 1978; Mesmer-Magnus, Murase, 

DeChurch, & Jimenez, 2010; Michel et al., 2010; Viswesvaran et al., 1999). Of the little 

research that has been completed-to-date, most has focused on general support from 

coworkers (Dolcos & Daley, 2009; Frone et al., 1997; Major, Fletcher, Davis, & 

Germano, 2008; Pedersen & Minnotte, 2012; Matthews et al., 2010; Wang, Liu, Zhan, & 

Shi, 2010). Empirical investigations of WF focused support from coworkers are scarce 

(McManus, Korabik, Rosin, Kelloway, 2002; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & 

Prottas, 2005). While general support provided by coworkers holds some promise in 
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helping employees better manage the WF interface (Michel, Kotrba, Mitchelson, Clark, 

& Baltes, 2011), research comparing general to family-focused forms of supportive 

supervision (Kossek et al., 2011) would indicate that coworker support that is family-

facilitative may be even more useful in this regard. Currently however, there exists very 

little empirical evidence of the utility of WF focused coworker support (see McManus et 

al., 2002; Thompson & Prottas, 2005), and even less is available concerning the specific 

positive behaviors that WF supportive coworkers engage in (for an exception see 

Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010). Recent qualitative research by McMullan, Lapierre, and Li 

(2016) points toward the existence of different forms of WF focused support, yet 

empirical verification of their existence using quantitative scale methodology does not yet 

exist. 

The goal of this research was to address this gap in the literature by developing a 

valid and empirically supported measure of WF supportive coworker behavior (WFSCB). 

In study 1, the item-level psychometric properties and factor structure of a 

multidimensional WFSCB measure were assessed. In study 2, sample 1, after refining 

items in the measure, the factor structure and psychometric properties were further 

assessed. In study 2, sample 2, confirmatory evidence of the factor structure is provided. 

Finally, evidence of construct, convergent, and criterion-related validity is provided based 

on an investigation of the relationships between the measure and various constructs 

within its nomological network including: general coworker support, general family-

focused coworker support, WF balance, WF conflict, WF positive spillover, and life 

satisfaction. Evidence of the incremental validity (i.e., predictive utility) of the WFSCB 
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measure over and above an existing measure of general coworker support is also 

provided.  

Evidence from Research on Work-Family Supportive Supervisors 

As mentioned previously, to date the vast majority of WF research on social 

support provided in the workplace has addressed support provided by employees’ 

immediate supervisors (managers) (e.g., Allen, 2001; Clark, 2001; Lapierre & Allen, 

2006; Shinn, Wong, Simko, & Ortiz-Torres, 1989; Thomas & Ganster, 1995). In a recent 

meta-analysis of workplace supports for family, it was reported that a majority of these 

investigations have made use of general measures of emotional support to operationalize 

the construct (Kossek, Pichler, Hammer, & Bodner, 2007; Kossek, Pichler, Bodner, & 

Hammer, 2011). This particular study also found that supervisor support directed at the 

family role demonstrated enhanced utility over and above general support measures in 

predicting WF outcomes, (i.e., WF conflict; Kossek et al., 2007; 2011). These results 

taken together pointed to a clear need for researchers to dig deeper in order to be in a 

position to deny or refute evidence of the incremental validity of WF supportive action. 

In an effort to answer this call, Hammer, Kossek, Yragui, Bodner, and Hanson (2009) 

developed and validated a multidimensional measure of family supportive supervisor 

behaviors (FSSB). Compared to general supervisory support, which refers to the degree 

to which employees feel that their supervisor cares about their general wellbeing on the 

job through the provision of positive social interaction or resources (Kossek et al., 2011), 

FSSBs reflect whether supervisors care for their employees’ WF wellbeing by facilitating 

their ability to jointly manage work and family demands/responsibilities (Hammer et al., 

2009; Kossek et al., 2011). The original measure developed by Hammer et al. (2009), as 
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well as a short version (2013), have both demonstrated significant relationships with WF 

conflict, job satisfaction, turnover intentions, control over work hours, obligation to work 

when sick, perceived stress, and reports of family time adequacy. The full measure has 

also demonstrated incremental validity over general supervisory support in terms of WF 

conflict, WF positive spillover, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions (Hammer et al., 

2009), and the short version over work-to-family conflict and family-to-work positive 

spillover (Hammer et al., 2013). This evidence has lead the researcher to hypothesize that 

WF focused behaviors enacted by coworkers could potentially demonstrate similar utility 

in predicting WF outcomes.  

The Evolution of Coworker Support Research within the Work-Family Literature 

Generally speaking, coworker support is defined as the provision of desirable 

resources including more tangible task-related assistance and positive affect (Caplan, 

Cobb, French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975; Ensher, Thomas, & Murphy, 2001; Morgeson 

& Humphrey, 2006). It has been extensively supported in its link to various health, work, 

and non-work outcomes (Chiaburu & Harrison, 2008; LaRocco & Jones, 1989; McManus 

et al., 2002; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & Prottas, 2005; Viswesvaran, 

Sanchez, & Fisher, 1999). Unfortunately, the evolution of research on coworker support 

has progressed fairly slowly, as a greater emphasis has been placed on understanding the 

benefits of formal organizational supports (i.e., family-friendly benefits) along with 

supervisor support. Based on the frequency of scholarly publications, it appears that 

supervisors have been deemed as a more significant workplace resource. This is in part 

due to their ability to encourage or discourage employees’ policy use (Hopkins, 2005) 

and their direct influence over workload and work-related stressors (Beehr, Farmer, 
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Glazer, Gudanowski, & Nair, 2003). Over decades of research on the benefits of 

supportive workplaces, coworker support has often been entirely left out of the equation, 

despite evidence pointing to the utility of this form of support and changes to the 

structural work environment (e.g., self-managed teams, less hierarchy) that raise the 

influence of the coworker on one’s lived experience of the work environment 

(Appelbaum, Bethune, & Tannenbaum, 1999). This is evident in research detailing 

relationships between factors that contribute to supportive work cultures/supportive WF 

cultures and various indicators of positive WF integration (e.g., Amad & Omar, 2010; 

Clark, 2001; Thompson, Beauvais, & Lyness, 1999).  

Over its history of research, coworker support has been operationalized in many 

different ways and this has muddled its clarity as a psychological construct within the 

occupational health literature. To begin with, there have been instances when results 

attributable to coworker support specifically have been difficult to parse out, as employed 

measures did not clearly distinguish between constructs. For example, in a study by 

Grzywacz & Marks (2000) who found a positive relationship between coworker support 

and WF positive spillover, two general coworker support frequency items (“How often do 

you get help and support from your coworkers?” and “How often are your coworkers 

willing to listen to your work-related problems?”) were combined with items assessing 

supervisor support, as a part of an overall work support measure. In other examples, 

Anderson et al. (2002) combined coworker support items with job satisfaction, and Shinn 

et al. (1989) measured coworker support by interchanging the words “supervisor” and 

“coworker” into the same items in a measure of social support. Another shortcoming of 

the coworker literature within the WF field is its overreliance on general support 
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measures. A large proportion of studies have operationalized coworker support as general 

emotional and/or instrumental support (e.g., “How much are your coworkers willing to 

listen to your personal problems?” and “How much can your coworkers be relied on 

when things get tough at work?”), and have either used one or the other type of support or 

a combination of both (Dolcos & Daley, 2009; Frone et al., 1997; Major, Fletcher, Davis, 

& Germano, 2008; Pedersen & Minnotte, 2012; Wang et al., 2010). Although the results 

of these studies have been promising, there is reason to expect that support that is more 

specific to the family role will be more useful in navigating the demands of work and 

family (Kossek et al., 2011; Hammer et al., 2007; 2009; 2013).  

Work-Family Supportive Coworkers 

Work-family supportive coworkers are defined as those who influence or directly 

contribute to the success of an employee’s WF integration (Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; 

Thompson & Prottas, 2005). According to Ajzen’s (1991) principle of compatibility, 

measures that are specific to the conceptual landscape of focal outcomes may 

demonstrate improved predictive validity. Within the literature, there are very few 

instances of research that offer evidence of significant relationships between WF focused 

support and WF outcomes. Of the little research available, there is an even greater limit 

on our knowledge pertaining to the specific types of behaviors that employees engage in 

to provide WF assistance to one another. This limits the practical implications of research 

in industry, as hardly any prescriptive advice can be given directly to employees on how 

they can act as a resource in this manner. A literature review revealed the existence of 

three studies using 3 different measures of WF focused support – two were general in 

nature (McManus et al., 2002; Thompson & Prottas, 2005) and one was behavioral 
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(Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010). The general measure of support used by Thompson & 

Prottas (2005) demonstrated positive relationships with job, family, and life satisfaction, 

and positive spillover, as well as negative relationships with turnover intentions and both 

directions of WF conflict. Unfortunately, the measure used by McManus et al. (2002) did 

not show any significant relationships with their outcome of focus, WF conflict. While it 

is promising that there is now some evidence of specific actionable means by which 

coworkers can influence improved WF management, Mesmer-Magnus et al. (2010) 

focused exclusively on instrumental forms of family support. They also found a small 

positive relationship between this new construct and WF conflict, which leads to 

concerns about the measure’s predictive validity. It would also be expected that the 

spectrum of behaviors coworkers engage in is much more expansive than simply task-

related, tangible supportive actions. Future research using an expanded behavioural 

measure is required in order to elucidate the relationship between WF focused coworker 

support and improved WF management.  

WFSCB: Defining a Multidimensional Construct 

 Recent qualitative inquiry and analysis to conceptualize the construct of WFSCB 

identified five categories (i.e., dimensions) of specific behavior including: demonstrating 

an understanding of the value of non-work life, emotional support, sharing resources and 

knowledge, proactively developing solutions, and facilitating work adjustments 

(McMullan, Lapierre, & Li, 2016). We define WFSCB as any action that one or more 

coworkers can take to facilitate an employee’s WF balance. In other words, WFSCB is 

reflective of an individual’s empathy towards a fellow coworker’s desire to balance their 

work and family responsibilities (see also Thomas & Ganster, 1995). These five 
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dimensions of behavior would be effects that stem from the broader construct of WFSCB. 

Therefore, these dimensions are hypothesized to be indicators of WFSCB as a 

superordinate construct (i.e., second order latent factor). In the case of a superordinate 

construct, all dimensions are expected to share significant conceptual overlap in such a 

way that the second order factor represents their commonality (Cheung, 2008; Edwards & 

Rothbard, 1999; Johnson, Rosen, & Chang, 2011). Modelled as a higher-order construct, 

WFSCB could benefit research and practical application by providing an opportunity to 

examine and understand the construct on two different levels of abstraction (e.g., total 

score, dimension score). The five dimensions of WFSCB are described in detail below. 

 Hypothesis 1. WFSCB will be best modeled as a superordinate construct (i.e., 

second order factor) represented by five dimensions of specific behavior including: 

demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life, emotional support, sharing 

resources and knowledge, facilitating work adjustments, and proactively developing 

solutions. There will be strong correlations between each of the dimensions (r ≥ .50), 

with factor loadings of each dimension onto the second-order factor greater than .70, and 

high internal consistencies within the dimensions (a ≥ .80; Johnson et al., 2011).  

Demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life.  

This category of behavior is somewhat unique because it does not appear to have 

a direct counterpart in the social support literature (e.g., FSSB: Hammer et al., 2009; WF 

supportive coworkers: McManus et al., 2002; Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & 

Prottas, 2005; social support: Caplan, 1974, Caplan et al., 1975; Ducharme, Knudsen, & 

Roman, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Haynes, Wall, Bolden, Stride, & Rick, 1999; 

Sloan, 2012; Tang, 1998). Demonstrating that one values non-work life involves 
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behaviors that convey understanding and encouragement of a coworker’s desire to more 

effectively meet the needs of their home and work life. Many of the behaviors explicitly 

emphasize the importance of the home domain (e.g., encouraging one to attend to family 

and personal needs, avoiding disturbing a coworker’s family time, and coworker accepts 

that sometimes family and personal needs take priority), and this includes advocating for 

a coworker’s WF balance when their work is impacting their home life. 

Emotional support.  

The behaviors identified in this category share similarities with the broader, more 

general notion of emotionally supportive coworkers who are caring and make themselves 

available to talk to their coworkers when they are dealing with negative emotions or 

stressful life events (Beehr & Bhagat, 1985; Beehr, Jex, Stacy, & Murray, 2000; Caplan 

et al., 1975). Emotional support that is focused on improved WF balance does involve 

demonstrating that a coworker is cared for, however, the behaviors identified extend 

beyond those captured by general emotional support measures (e.g., Caplan et al., 1975; 

Ducharme et al., 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Haynes et al., 1999; Sloan, 2012; 

Tang, 1998). The behaviors in this category provide an added level of specificity and 

focus on both life domains such as, listening to personal issues and struggles meeting 

work and family demands, being aware of family and personal life commitments, 

encouraging the stress relief activities of others, sharing stories of similar experiences, 

and acknowledging a coworker’s heavy workload. Taken together, the data that emerged 

paint a picture of emotional support as a behavioral expression of positive affect towards 

the coworker, and concern for both their work and family emotional needs.  
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Sharing resources and knowledge.  

This category involves sharing material (e.g., facilitating the provision of work 

resources while away from the workplace) and knowledge resources (e.g., providing 

subject matter expertise, providing advice) – whether specific to the work or family 

realm, or to both. In this manner, the behaviors evoke instrumental support, as receiving 

this kind of support from a coworker would help one more easily address role demands in 

an effort to achieve greater balance. The specific behaviors within this category typically 

occur when the coworker providing support has gone through a similar experience 

(whether with family or with work), or has knowledge of the coworker’s situation, and as 

a result, is in a position to offer appropriate advice, share relevant resources and/or 

knowledge, or provide perspective. The key difference between sharing resources and 

knowledge and facilitating work adjustments (described below) is that these behaviors 

involve the coworker receiving support and independently addressing their own work 

task (e.g., using a coworker’s document template) or future need (e.g., applying advice 

for managing a home demand). Sharing knowledge has been investigated in the general 

social support (e.g., Caplan et al., 1975) and coworker-provided mentoring (Ensher et al., 

2001) literature, but without a focus on managing work and family demands. 

Facilitating work adjustments.  

This category appears to imply instrumental support and bares some comparison 

to instrumental support as measured by more broad measures of general coworker 

support (e.g., Beehr et al., 2000; Caplan et al., 1975; Sloan, 2012). Instrumental support is 

more reactive and tangible in nature and typically involves a coworker actively 

contributing to task accomplishment (Beehr & Bhagat, 1985; Beehr et al., 2000; Caplan 
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et al., 1975). However, the behaviors identified in this category occur when an employee 

responds to a specific WF issue faced by a coworker. The employee adjusts his or her 

work-related activities or workload in order to help a coworker better balance work and 

family. The behaviors involve demonstrating “in the moment” flexibility with work 

schedules, work location, sharing the workload, and in taking over a coworker’s work 

tasks. 

Proactively developing solutions.  

These behaviors are proactive, unlike the behaviors identified in the facilitating 

work adjustments category that are more reactive in nature. Proactively developing 

solutions involves employees providing forward-thinking suggestions, solutions, or 

initiatives that will help coworkers to avoid WF challenges. In many cases, the focus of 

these ideas will be on a broader level and address the needs of many (e.g., the work team, 

the department, the organization) versus a particular coworker (the focus of facilitating 

work adjustments behaviors). Specific examples include: planning how schedules and 

workloads could be rearranged to allow coworkers to more effectively manage work and 

family, suggestions to management to address workload on the team, strategizing 

upcoming work tasks as a team, and redistributing work based on subject matter 

expertise. This category resembles the FSSB category of creative work-family 

management identified in measure development research by Hammer et al. (2007; 2009). 

Hammer’s sub-scale is based on the emerging literature that focuses on dual agendas and 

organizational strategies to design work that accommodates and supports effectiveness in 

both work and non-work roles (Bailyn, 2003; Bailyn, Fletcher, & Kolb, 1997; Bailyn & 
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Harrington, 2004; Kolb & Merrill-Sands, 1999; Rapoport, Bailyn, Fletcher, & Pruitt, 

2002; Rayman, Bailyn, Dickert, Carré, Harvey, & Krim, 1999). 

WFSCB and Work-Family Outcomes 

In a meta-analytic investigation, Chiaburu and Harrison (2008) found evidence for 

coworker support moderating the relationship between work stressors and psychological 

strains, while also providing support for the direct effects of this resource with regards to 

the benefits for job involvement, job satisfaction, withdrawal, effort reduction, employee 

effectiveness, and organizational commitment. Within the occupational stress literature, 

research findings have been at odds in terms of their support for either the moderating or 

the direct effects models. The unique quality of this investigation was that the authors 

followed the matching hypothesis. Simply stated, this means that an individual’s specific 

needs should be matched to the specific type of support available (e.g., workload and 

instrumental support, reduced WF conflict and family facilitative coworker support). The 

effectiveness of this hypothesis in detecting significant effects has been validated and 

recommended by multiple scholars (Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Viswesvaran et al., 1999; 

Kossek et al., 2011). This hypothesis also appears to be directly in line with Ajzen’s 

principle compatibility theory (1991) – specific measures will be better at predicting 

specific outcomes, thus providing support for the potential benefits of developing a WF 

specific measure of coworker support. Furthermore, as a specific contextual resource, 

WFSCB would arguably be perceived as more directly relevant to a WF integration 

situation (e.g., threat of long work hours impeding on family time), and as a result, would 

be more likely to be used to thwart resource loss (e.g., time with family; Greenhaus & 

Powell, 2006; ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). This would ultimately lend to the 
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increased likelihood that various WF outcomes (e.g., WF balance, WF conflict) would be 

impacted. Therefore, support that is geared directly towards the improvement of 

managing work and family responsibilities would likely demonstrate added value in the 

prediction of WF outcomes over and above general support.  

Job-Demands-Resources (JD-R) theory, an extension of the Demands-Control 

Model (DCM; Karasek, 1979; 1998), is relevant in the explanation of how WF supportive 

coworker behaviors may influence WF conflict. This theory builds upon DCM by 

emphasizing the interaction between job demands and job resources with regards to their 

relationships with job stressors and experienced strain. This particular model 

acknowledges that there is a wide array of both job demands and resources that differ 

depending on the particular work role and its accompanying organizational context. 

Resources are instrumental because they can significantly contribute to individuals’ 

recovery, which is necessary after job demands have drained a person of both energy and 

time (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Bakker, Demerouti, & Verbeke, 2004; Demerouti, 

Bakker, Nachreiner, & Schaufeli, 2001). One of the key tenets of JD-R theory is that 

resources are valuable in and of themselves, as well as in serving a protective function 

against resource loss. This proponent of the theory sits well under the umbrella of 

Conservation of Resources theory (COR), which stipulates that individuals strive to gain 

and maintain resources and when they experience actual or perceived resource loss, as 

well as the threat of resource loss, a stress reaction is induced (Hobfoll, 1989). Greater 

access to social supports, such as WF focused coworker support, would help to buffer an 

individual from the negative impacts of stressors on experienced strain (e.g., burnout). 

Through resource accumulation, individuals are better equipped to deal with stressors 
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such as WF conflict. As a result of having access to coworker support, individuals may 

assess perceived or actual stressors at lower levels. For example, if an individual has a 

coworker who helps them to cope emotionally with their family demands, they may be 

less likely to perceive high levels of WF conflict. This is due to the fact that they are well 

positioned with this psychological resource to better cope with the stressor and thus taper 

their emotional reaction. In turn, lower levels of experienced WF conflict would lead to 

lowered levels of experienced strain. Work-family focused coworker support can also 

directly impact WF conflict. For example, having a coworker provide you with 

instrumental support at work that is focused on improving one’s ability to balance work 

and family responsibilities (e.g., taking over work tasks so that you can attend to family 

needs) would allow for more time and energy in the family role, thus reducing or 

removing the experience of WF conflict.  

Hypothesis 2a and 2b: WFSCB will have a significant negative relationship with 

WF conflict, both work interference with family (WIF) and family interference with work 

(FIW).  

Positive spillover represents the positive side of the WF interface. WFSCB seems 

most salient to one form in particular, namely affect-based spillover, where positive 

emotions experienced at work can spill over to family and vice-versa. Resource gain 

spirals, a proponent of COR theory, is useful in explaining how social support may 

contribute to increased WF positive affective spillover. Specifically, coworker support 

that is WF focused would likely provide personal affective resources (e.g., resilience, 

positive mood) that could feasibly be beneficial both at work and at home. According to 

Greenhaus and Powell (2006), resources are more likely to be applied across roles when 
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they have higher relevance to the individual and when there is the perception that the 

resource will directly contribute to improved functioning in the other role. In this regard, 

WFSCBs that are aimed at helping to better balance competing role demands could 

contribute to positive affect experienced in the originating role that would then contribute 

to increased self-efficacy, motivation, and positive interpersonal interactions in the 

originating role (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000), and these affective gains could spillover to 

the family (i.e., receiving role). For example, a coworker’s suggestion that facilitates 

efficiencies in the way work gets done could contribute to an individual’s experience of 

positive affect as a result of a sense of accomplishment. The resulting positive mood 

could then transfer over to the individual’s family role. Similarly, many of the WFSCBs 

are likely to facilitate family needs to be met more readily. The positive mood stemming 

from successfully fulfilling family demands (e.g., spending needed time with a spouse or 

children) could then spillover into the work role. Furthermore, as a result of an increase in 

these psychological resources, an individual may perform better in the receiving role, 

thus reinforcing the positive spillover cycle. Finally, experiencing positive affect in one 

role can contribute to the experience of positive general affect that could in turn 

contribute to positive affect experienced in a second role (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000).  

Hypothesis 3a and 3b: WFSCB will demonstrate a significant positive 

relationship with work-to-family (WTF affective spillover) and family-to-work (FTW 

affective spillover) affective positive spillover. 

Work-family balance is defined as the feeling of being satisfied and effective in 

all life roles that are deemed important (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011). As conceptualized 

above, the purpose of WFSCB is to provide support so that fellow coworkers can more 
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easily fulfil work and family demands. Thus, the more their coworkers engage in 

WFSCB, the more we would expect employees to experience higher levels of WF 

balance. Furthermore, given that an individual would likely experience lowered WF 

conflict and increased WF positive spillover via this resource, and that this should 

promote feelings of satisfaction and effectiveness in both life roles, enhanced WF balance 

would be expected.  

Hypothesis 4: WFSCB will demonstrate a significant positive relationship with 

WF balance. 

When family and work roles conflict with each other or are out of balance, it can 

create stress for individuals. Such stress can ultimately lead to less satisfaction with life in 

a global sense (Wan, Jaccard, & Ramey, 1996).  Social support networks are important 

for avoiding stress and WFSCB should aid individuals in averting some of the stress 

associated with juggling work and family roles, thus allowing the feeling of being more 

satisfied with life overall.  

Hypothesis 5: WFSCB will demonstrate a significant positive relationship with 

life satisfaction. 

Finally, it is plausible that WFSCB would be more psychologically and 

functionally useful in helping individuals to avoid stress that results from a lowered 

ability to effectively manage work and family roles. Support that is content specific and 

directed at the management of both roles would theoretically serve a greater utility in 

predicting related WF constructs. In fact, when compared to general forms of supervisor 

support, extant empirical findings for family-focused supervisor support suggest exactly 

this (Hammer et al., 2009; 2013; Kossek et al., 2011). Furthermore, when it comes to 
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detecting stronger correlations between variables, recommendations from measurement 

research highlights the importance of ensuring there is congruence in the breadth of 

theoretical space covered by both the predictor and the criterion variable (Chiaburu & 

Harrison, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Viswesvaran et al., 1999; Hogan & Holland, 

2003). 

Hypothesis 6: WFSCB will demonstrate an incremental explanation of variance 

(i.e., incremental validity) in WF outcomes (hypotheses 2-4) and life satisfaction 

(hypothesis 5) over and above a general measure of coworker support (Caplan et al., 

1975).  

 This research included two studies. In study 1, a sample was collected to explore 

the factor structure of the WFSCB measure. In study two, the first and second samples 

were collected in order to further refine and validate the measure.  

Study 1: Item Generation and Initial Construct Development 

Method 

Item development.  

In order to identify specific WFSCBs, full transcripts from 22 interviews with 

employees residing in both Canada and the United States underwent a multi-step content 

analysis procedure (see Manuscript 1 for more details). The analysis of interview data 

resulted in the identification of five main categories (i.e., dimensions) of WFSCB, along 

with several sub-categories of more specific behaviors. The five main categories 

included: demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life, emotional 

support, sharing resources and knowledge, facilitating work adjustments, and proactively 

developing solutions (detailed above). Several WF academics in the field reviewed these 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

127 

categories of behavior (i.e., the qualitative data) in order to assess preliminary face 

validity; based on their review, no changes to the categorizations were necessary. Once 

this review was completed, three subject matter experts (including the author) created an 

exhaustive list of 52 items to capture specific WFSCBs. The final list included items from 

all of the subcategories of the five main categories of WFSCB identified from the 

interview data (see Manuscript 1, Table 1) to ensure that the content of each higher order 

category was captured effectively. 

Card sort.  

Twenty-two participants who were 25 years or older and who were married or 

cohabitating completed a card sort activity. Although selection criteria is not required for 

card sort activities given it is a cognitive task for participants (Schriesheim & Hinkin, 

1990; Schriesheim, Powers, Scandura, Gardiner, & Lankau, 1993), the author decided 

that including these criteria would ensure that participants understood the content of the 

items. Participants were given a detailed description of each WFSCB category and were 

then asked to sort each item into the category that they felt best represented the content of 

the item. They were also given the option of sorting items into the category “not sure.” 

Item presentation was randomized. Items that did not demonstrate agreement of .70 or 

above were discarded. Agreement was calculated based on the number of times each item 

was grouped into its correct category (i.e., the category of behavior it was intended to 

measure) divided by the total number of responses (22). This resulted in a final list of 39 

items across the five categories of WFSCB (see Table 1).  
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Procedure. 

An online questionnaire was distributed and completed by 203 participants in 

order to conduct item validation and to run an exploratory factor analysis (EFA). 

Participants were recruited via Qualtrics, an online participant pool and survey tool. This 

service provides a small monetary reward to participants for completing online 

questionnaires. Several quality checks and attention tests were included in the survey to 

ensure data came from conscientious participants. The selection criteria required 

participants to be 25 years or older, speak English as a primary language, be employed 

full-time (minimum of 30 hours/week; Statistics Canada, 2010), have at least one live-in 

dependent (school-aged child or elderly person), and have at least one coworker who they 

work with on a regular basis and who reports to the same manager that they report to 

most frequently. The Qualtrics participant pool includes a broad sample of individuals 

across North America and this lead to the English language requirement; we needed to 

ensure that each question would be understood fully. The remaining inclusion criteria 

were important because this study investigates WF issues and therefore, the researchers 

needed to maximize the likelihood that participants have faced such issues in their lives. 

Eligible participants received an email from Qualtrics notifying them that a new 

questionnaire was available to complete. If the participant self-selected to complete the 

questionnaire, they were guided to the online study information page where a description 

of the study and its objectives was detailed, along with all of the pertinent contact and 

ethics information. If a participant did not meet one of the selection criteria, they were 

screened out at the beginning of the survey before the survey measure responses were 
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collected. Participants were informed that by completing the questionnaire they had 

provided their consent to participate. 

Participants. 

The average age of the sample was 41.2 years old, 56.7% of the sample was male, 

84.7% were married or cohabitating, the average job tenure was 8.6 years, and 

participants had an average of 2.1 dependents living at home. Participants were employed 

in a wide range of job families including healthcare practitioners and technical staff, 

healthcare support staff, office and administrative support, management, education, 

training and library, business and finance, maintenance and cleaning, arts and 

entertainment, farming, fishing and forestry, physical and social sciences, sales, 

construction, computer and mathematical occupations, and transportation. The most 

popular occupations were as follows: education, training and library (10.3%), business 

and finance operations (9.9%), healthcare practitioners and technical staff (8.9%), 

production (7.9%), office and administrative support (7.9%), and architecture and 

engineering occupations (6.4%).  

Measures.  

Work-family supportive coworker behavior (WFSCB).  

Study developed measure (see Table 1). Participants were instructed to think 

about how their coworkers (with whom they work with on a regular basis and who report 

to the same manager that they report to most frequently) may have helped them to better 

balance their work and family lives. Items were rated on a Likert scale from 1(strongly 

disagree) to 5(strongly agree).  
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Analyses and results. 

An EFA using a principle axis factor extraction with Oblimin rotation was 

conducted to determine the factor structure of the WFSCB measure. The best practice 

recommendation for EFA is to collect data from 5-10 participants for each item in the 

measure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007); our sample size is sufficient given the 39 items 

included. An Oblimin rotation was selected because it allows the extracted factors to 

correlate with one another, and there was reason to believe that receiving one form of 

WFSCB would be related to receiving other such forms of support. Multiple criteria were 

considered when determining how many factors to retain including Kaiser’s criteria 

(Eigenvalues ≥ 1.0), percentage of variance explained, and scree plots (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2007; Widaman, 2012). Five factors were identified. The five factors had 

eigenvalues of 18.9, 2.1, 1.8, 1.2, and 1.0, and accounted for 64% of the variance. The 

scree plots were also examined and appear to support a five-factor solution.  

The five factors did not all clearly complement the hypothesized five dimensions 

of WFSCB, with many items developed for a specific category (i.e., factor) cross-loading 

onto another category. The two clear factors were associated with the WFSCB 

dimensions facilitating work adjustments (factor 2) and emotional support (factor 3). It 

appeared that the majority of sharing resources and knowledge and proactively 

developing solutions items loaded consistently onto the same factor – factor 1. Many of 

the items from the category demonstrate an understanding of the value of non-work life 

loaded onto factor 3 (emotional support) and an unknown fourth factor. It was unclear 

which WFSCB dimensions were best reflective of factor 4 or factor 5, as both contained 
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items generated for the dimensions proactively developing solutions and demonstrating 

an understanding of the value of non-work life.  

An item-level analysis helped to identify items that did not perform well and 

items that needed to be reworded to improve clarity. Items were reworded if they 

demonstrated cross-loadings of .30 or higher, as this would indicate that an item may be 

simultaneously measuring multiple factors. Items were also reworded if they did not 

appropriately measure any of the extracted factors (i.e., factor loadings < .40). Based on 

these guidelines, we reworded three items (i.e., 10, 30, 31) from the emotional support 

category, and four items (i.e., 29, 32, 33, 34) from the category demonstrating an 

understanding of the value of non-work life. None of the items in the facilitating work 

adjustments category (i.e., factor 2) were reworded. An exception to the aforementioned 

guidelines was applied to the items developed for the dimensions proactively developing 

solutions and sharing knowledge and resources. The results of the EFA lend to the 

possibility that the wording of the items in both of these dimensions might have lead 

participants to believe that items were descriptive of one single category of behavior. As 

a result, items that were generated to assess both of these dimensions were reworded 

slightly, with the exception of item 15, to reflect the intended differences between both. 

Items were reworded in such a way as to highlight the forward-thinking nature of the 

problem solving involved in proactively developing solutions, versus the reactive 

behaviors involved in sharing resources and knowledge. The primary meaning/content of 

the items was maintained. For example, the item (sharing resources and knowledge), 

“My coworkers give me advice on how to handle challenging situations at work so I can 

be more effective at home” was reworded to “When I encounter challenging work 
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responsibilities, my coworkers give me advice I can use so that my work doesn't cause 

problems for my home life.” The item (proactively developing solutions) “My coworkers 

make suggestions for how our work can be rearranged to better meet team members' 

work and nonwork demands” was reworded to “My coworkers strategize how our work 

can be rearranged in the future to better meet individuals' work and family demands.” A 

sharing resources and knowledge item “My coworkers give me advice on how to handle 

challenging situations at work so I can be more effective at home,” was added (based on 

the wording of item 3), in order to ensure that both work-to-family and family-to-work 

focused support of this nature were represented. Finally, two items were deleted. Item 24 

was deleted because although it was developed to tap emotional support, it demonstrated 

a poor factor loading (see Table 1). This item instead demonstrated a relationship with the 

factor representative of the category facilitating work adjustments, however the 

relationship was not strong enough to warrant keeping the item in the measure (see Table 

1)). Item 37 was deleted because it was a poorly performing item and did not load onto 

any factor (<. 22). The revised measure was composed of 38 items.  

In sum, an exploratory factor analysis provided preliminary evidence for five 

dimensions of WFSCB, although the grouping of items onto various factors made it 

difficult to discern the constructs represented by each factor with the exception of 

facilitating work adjustments and emotional support. The WFSCB dimension 

understanding the value of non-work life had weak support (i.e., poor factor loadings, 

many cross-loadings) and as a result, several revisions were made to its items. There were 

also minor changes made to the wording of items developed to assess facilitating work 
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adjustments and proactively developing solutions. Further exploratory analyses were 

warranted given these changes. 

Study 2: Measure Refinement and Validation 

An online questionnaire was distributed and completed by 502 participants. The 

procedure followed and inclusion criteria specified were the same as followed for the 

EFA in study 1 (see above). Once data collection was finalized, the dataset was randomly 

divided into two separate samples for measure development purposes; one sample (200 

participants) was used for a second EFA and the other (302 participants) was used for a 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The research hypotheses (i.e., 1-5) were tested using 

the original dataset that included data from all 502 participants.  

Sample 1: Measure Refinement 

 The purpose of sample 1 was to further investigate the construct validity of the 

revised WFSCB measure and refine based on findings from a second EFA. A second 

EFA was warranted given that many of the original items in the WFSCB measure were 

reworded based on the EFA results from study 1.  

Method. 

Participants.  

This sample included data from 200 participants. The participants in the sample 

had an average age of 41.4 years, 50.5% of the sample was male, 84.5% were married or 

cohabitating, had an average job tenure of 9.3 years, and an average of 2.1 live-in 

dependents. Participants held occupations in a wide range of job families including 

healthcare practitioners and technical staff, healthcare support staff, office and 

administrative support, management, education, training and library, business and 



WORK-FAMILY SUPPORTIVE COWORKER BEHAVIOR 

 

134 

finance, maintenance and cleaning, arts and entertainment, farming, fishing and forestry, 

physical and social sciences, sales, construction, computer and mathematical occupations, 

and transportation. The most popular occupations were as follows: education, training 

and library (12.0%), office and administrative support (12.0%), computer and 

mathematical (10.5%), business and financial operations (9.5%), management (7.5%), 

healthcare practitioners and technical (6.5%), construction and extraction occupations 

(6.0%), and architecture and engineering (5.5%).  

Measures. 

Work-family supportive coworker behavior (WFSCB).  

This 38 item multidimensional scale (see Table 2) included items generated based 

on five main dimensions of behavior (demonstrating an understanding of the value of 

non-work life, emotional support, proactively developing solutions, sharing resources and 

knowledge, and facilitating work adjustments) that emerged from a previous qualitative 

study and was revised based the results of a preliminary EFA conducted in study 1. Items 

were rated on a Likert scale from 1(strongly disagree) to 5(strongly agree). The reliability 

for this scale was .97. The reliability of each dimension of the scale was as follows: 

demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life = .88; emotional support = 

.92; sharing resources and knowledge = .93; facilitating work adjustments = .94, and 

proactively developing solutions = .92.   

Analyses and results. 

A second EFA using a principle axis factor extraction with Oblimin rotation was 

conducted to determine the factor structure of the WFSCB measure following item 

revisions. The best practice recommendation for EFA is to collect data from 5-10 
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participants for each item in the measure (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007); our sample size is 

sufficient given the 38 items included. An Oblimin rotation was selected because it 

allows the extracted factors to correlate with one another, and there was reason to believe 

that receiving one form of WFSCB would be related to receiving other such forms of 

support. Multiple criteria were considered when determining how many factors to retain 

including Kaiser’s criteria (Eigenvalues ≥ 1.0), percentage of variance explained, and 

scree plots (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007; Widaman, 2012). Five factors were identified. 

The five factors had eigenvalues of 18.6, 2.8, 2.0, 1.5, and 1.0, and accounted for 68% of 

the variance. The scree plots were also examined and appear to support a four or five-

factor solution. The results of this EFA, in combination with the findings from the initial 

EFA (study 1), provided sufficient evidence to warrant retaining only four factors 

representative of the superordinate construct of WFSCB. The four dimensions include 

emotional support, sharing resources and knowledge, facilitating work adjustments, and 

proactively developing solutions. The decision was made to discard the category 

demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life because the items did not 

clearly load onto one common factor in either of the EFAs. Furthermore, in the second 

EFA the pattern became much clearer, as all of these items loaded onto the factor 

representative of emotional support (i.e., factor 1; see Table 2) and the correlation 

between these two factors was strong, r(198) = .77, p = .000. Although items in the 

category demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life were intended to 

capture behaviors that are directed at helping a coworker fulfill a need in their home life, 

with an emphasis on the importance of WF balance, it is plausible that participants honed 

in on an underlying theme reflective of the encouragement of emotional wellbeing. In 
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other words, respondents did not appear to perceive a distinct difference between the two 

WFSCB dimensions. For example, “My coworkers encourage me to attend to my family 

demands/personal needs” (demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life) 

bares considerable similarity to “My coworkers care about my wellbeing outside of work 

(emotional support).” 

Item Analysis. 

In order to evaluate the psychometric properties of the measure and ultimately, to 

reduce the number of items in the scale, item analysis was conducted. Multiple criteria 

were used to assess the performance of each item. The psychometric soundness of items 

within the measure was assessed by evaluating factor loadings (≥ .40), communalities (≥ 

.30), and interitem correlations (≥ .60) within the same factor/category. Interitem 

correlations (≤ .50) between an item and any items outside of its intended factor/WFSCB 

category served as an assessment of divergent validity. Items were also considered good 

if their item total correlation with their intended category was above .60, if Chronbach’s 

alpha if item deleted did not drop more than .03 points, and remained at .70 or higher 

(Tabachnick & Fidell, 2001). Item difficulties, the percentage of respondents endorsing 

an item (i.e., agree to strongly agree), were also calculated. To maximize the information 

the measure provides regarding differences among respondents, it is generally 

recommended that items be retained if their item difficulty falls within the range of .30 to 

.70 (Allen & Yen, 2001). The aforementioned analyses resulted in the retention of 16 

items from the original 38-item measure that were representative of the WFSCB 

dimensions of emotional support (5 items, a = .85), sharing resources and knowledge (4 
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items, a = .87), facilitating work adjustments (4 items, a = .89), and proactively 

developing solutions (4 items, a = .88). 

Sample 2: Final Construct Validation 

 The purpose of sample 2 was twofold. First, the structural validity and 

psychometric properties of the final revised WFSCB measure was confirmed using a 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Second, the validity of the final measure was further 

investigated by testing construct, convergent, and criterion-related validity by comparing 

the measure to similar constructs (convergent validity), and by investigating its 

relationship to hypothesized outcome variables (criterion-related validity). 

Participants.  

An online questionnaire was distributed and completed by 302 participants. The 

procedure followed and inclusion criteria specified was the same as in study 1 and study 

2, sample 1 (see above). The average age of participants was 40.2 years old, 40.4% of the 

sample was male, 80.8% of the sample was married or cohabitating, with an average job 

tenure of 14.6 years, and an average of 2.1 live-in dependents. Participants held a wide 

range of occupations including healthcare practitioners and technical staff, healthcare 

support staff, office and administrative support, management, education, training and 

library, business and finance, maintenance and cleaning, arts and entertainment, farming, 

fishing and forestry, physical and social sciences, sales, construction and extraction, 

computer and mathematical occupations, and transportation. The most popular 

occupations were as follows: office and administrative support (12.6%), business and 

finance operations (11.6%), education, training, and library (11.0%), computer and 
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mathematics (8.6%), healthcare practitioners and technical staff (6.6%), management 

(6.3%), architecture and engineering (5.6%), and sales and related (5.6%).  

Measures.  

Work-family supportive coworker behaviors (WFSCB).  

This 16 item multidimensional scale (see Table 3) included items generated based 

on four main dimensions of behavior (emotional support, sharing resources and 

knowledge, facilitating work adjustments, and proactively developing solutions) that 

emerged from a previous qualitative study. This measure was revised based on the results 

of a preliminary EFA conducted in study 1 and a secondary EFA conducted from study 2, 

sample 1 data. Items were rated on a Likert scale from 1(strongly disagree) to 5(strongly 

agree). The reliability for this scale was .94. The reliability of each dimension of the scale 

was as follows: emotional support = .86; sharing resources and knowledge = .85; 

facilitating work adjustments = .89; and proactively developing solutions = .90. Overall, 

when the data was sorted by gender (i.e., male versus female), descriptives (i.e., M and 

SD) for each of the WFSCB dimensions were comparable (see Table 6), and the 

respective internal consistencies were sound (r ≥ .85; see Table 6), thus lending support 

to the likelihood that both males and females interpreted (and responded) to the measure 

items similarly. 

Work-life balance.  

Greenhaus, Ziegert, & Allen’s (2012) five-item measure was used. Participants 

answered items such as, “I am able to balance the demands of my work and the demands 

of my family,” on a five-point Likert response scale ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 

7(strongly agree). The reliability of the scale was .90. 
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Work-family conflict.   

Matthews and colleagues’ (2010) six-item measure of WF conflict was used. This 

scale is a short version based on Carlson et al.’s (2000) measure. The bidirectional 

subscales include 3 items that tap work interference with family, WIF (a = .69) and 3 

items that tap family interference with work, FIW (a = .71). A sample item is, “I have to 

miss family activities due to the amount of time I must spend on work responsibilities.” 

Items are rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1(strongly disagree) to 5(strongly agree).  

Positive spillover.  

Affective work-to-family (WTF) and family-to-work (FTW) positive spillover 

was assessed using Hanson, Hammer, and Colton’s (2006) measure. Sample items 

include, “When things are going well at work, my outlook regarding my family life is 

improved” and “Being happy at home improves my spirits at work.” Items were rated on 

a Likert scale from 1(strongly disagree) to 5(strongly agree). Participants were instructed 

to think of their own experiences when answering the measure items. The reliability of 

the work-to-family scale (4 items) was .81 and .90 for the family-to-work scale (4 items). 

Satisfaction with life.  

We used Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin’s (1985) five-item scale. 

Participants answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1(strongly disagree) to 

7(strongly agree). Cronbach’s alpha was .90. A sample item is, “In most ways, my life is 

close to my ideal.” 

General coworker support.  

We measured general coworker support using Caplan et al.’s (1975) scale in order 

to explore the WFSCB measure’s convergent (i.e., moderate to strong correlations; r ≥ 
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.40) and incremental validity. The measure includes four items in total: two that assess 

emotional and two that assess instrumental support. Participants responded on a five-

point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Sample items 

include, “How much do your co-workers go out of their way to do things to make your 

work life easier for you?” and “How easy is it to talk with your co-workers?” The 

reliability of this scale was .80.  

General family-focused coworker support.  

An unpublished four-item scale that includes two items that measure instrumental 

and two items that measure emotional family supportive coworker behavior was pulled 

from the Work, Family, and Health Network (WFHN) research project (2016). This scale 

was used to assess the convergent validity of the WFSCB measure (i.e., moderate to 

strong correlations; r ≥ .40), as it is a general family-focused measure of coworker 

support. Participants answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1(strongly 

disagree) to 5(strongly agree) and were given the following instructions: “Thinking about 

your coworkers (individuals with whom you work with at least several times a week and 

who report to the same manager that you report to most frequently) please indicate how 

much you agree with each of the following statements. The word nonwork refers to 

family and personal or free time.” Sample items include, “Your coworkers are willing to 

listen to your problems in juggling work and nonwork life” and “You can rely on your 

coworkers to make sure your work responsibilities are handled when you have 

unanticipated nonwork demands.” The Chronbach’s alpha for this scale was .88. 
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Analyses and results. 

A hierarchical CFA was conducted on data from 302 participants to confirm the 

validity of WFSCB as a superordinate construct (i.e., second-order factor model) 

represented by the dimensions emotional support, sharing resources and knowledge, 

facilitating work adjustments, and proactively developing solutions. It is generally 

advised that a minimum of 300 participants is an appropriate sample size to conduct a 

CFA (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). A multi-step analysis was undertaken wherein five 

statistical models were specified in five separate analyses using AMOS. This stepped 

procedure was necessary in order to provide sound evidence that WFSCB, as a 

superordinate construct, is a superior conceptual organization as compared to a first-order 

model with inter-related dimensions.  

To begin, a unidimensional first-order factor model was specified to test for the 

multidimensionality of WFSCB. The hypothesis, that one first-order factor accounts for 

the variance among all 16 indicators, was not supported (2 = 904.45, df = 104; 2/df = 

8.7; RMSEA = .16; CFI = .77; TLI = .74), thus suggesting that the indicators do not load 

onto a single factor. The second model specified multiple first-order factors 

representative of each of the four dimensions of WFSCB (i.e., a baseline model; 

interrelated dimensions) and directly tested the dimensionality and convergent validity of 

WFSCB as a superordinate construct (Wright, Campbell, Thatcher, & Roberts, 2012). 

This second model (2 = 301.82, df = 98; 2/df = 3.1; RMSEA = .08; CFI = .94; TLI = 

.93) was a stronger fit than model 1, indicating that a multidimensional model consisting 

of four freely correlated first-order factors is superior to a unidimensional model with one 

first-order factor.  
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Given that the multidimensionality of the WFSCB measure had been confirmed, 

the final three models were run to detail the path diagram and to investigate the internal 

consistency and reliability of a second-order (i.e., superordinate) factor model. The third 

model, a parallel model, was the most restrictive of the five models, as the four 

dimensions are modelled with equal loadings and equal residual variances (Graham, 

2006; Wright et al., 2012). This model demonstrated an adequate fit (2 = 344.89, df = 

106; 2/df = 3.3; RMSEA = .09; CFI = .93; TLI = .92). The fourth model, the tau 

equivalent measurement model, is less restrictive than the previous model, as the residual 

variances of the four dimensions are free to vary. This model is commonly used to test 

the internal consistency of a superordinate measure (Graham, 2006), and demonstrated a 

good fit (2 = 320.35, df = 103; 2/df = 3.1; RMSEA = .08; CFI = .94; TLI = .93) that was 

superior to the parallel model (i.e., model three). The final model, the congeneric model, 

is the least restrictive of the superordinate measurement models, as it allows the factor 

loadings and residual variances of the four dimensions to freely vary. This fifth model 

demonstrated an adequate fit (2 = 315.24, df = 100; 2/df = 3.2; RMSEA = .09; CFI = 

.94; TLI = .93) and was comparable to the statistics reported for model four. The tau 

equivalent model demonstrated the superior fit, as compared to the parallel and 

congeneric models. Therefore, the descriptive statistics and factor loadings from this 

model were further investigated and reported in Table 3, as best practice recommends 

(Graham, 2006). The factor loadings of each dimension are recommended to be equal to 

or greater than .70, with high internal consistencies equal to or greater than .80 (Johnson, 

Rosen, & Chang, 2011). These criteria were satisfied, as all factor loadings were .75 and 
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each dimension had an alpha > .80 (see Measures section above). Taken together, these 

findings support the use of a single WFSCB scale total score.  

WFSCB validity. 

In order to test the convergent, criterion-related, and incremental validity of the 

WFSCB measure, the data from samples 1 and 2 were combined, resulting in a total 

sample size of 502. The sample was 44.4% male, participants were an average of 40.6 

years old, had an average job tenure of 12.5 years, 82.3% were married or cohabitating 

and had an average of 2.1 live-in dependents. Participants held a diverse range of 

occupations across various job families including office and administrative support 

(12.4%), education, training and library (11.2%), business and finance operations 

(10.6%), computer and mathematics (9.4%), management (6.8%), healthcare practitioners 

and technical staff (6.6%), architecture and engineering (5.6%), and sales and related 

(5.4%) occupations.  

Convergent validity. 

In order to test the convergent validity of the new measure, total scale scores and 

dimension scores for the WFSCB measure were correlated with the scores for Caplan et 

al.’s (1975) measure of general coworker support, and the WFHN (2016) measure of 

instrumental and emotional family-focused coworker support. The correlations between 

the WFSCB measure and both general coworker support (r[500] = .74, p < .01) and 

general family-focused coworker support (r[500] = .83, p < .01) were strong (see Table 

4), suggesting significant conceptual overlap and thus, indicate that the measure 

demonstrates convergent validity. There were also strong correlations between the 
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WFSCB dimensions and both general coworker support and general family-focused 

coworker support (see Table 4). 

Criterion-related validity. 

In order to test the criterion-related validity of the measure, a regression analysis 

was run with WFSCB total scores used as predictors of important WF and general 

wellbeing outcomes including: WF balance, WF conflict, WF affective positive spillover, 

and life satisfaction (see Table 5). WFSCB was significantly positively related to WF 

balance (β = .21, p = .000), WTF affective spillover (β = .20, p < .01), FTW affective 

spillover (β = .31, p = .000), and life satisfaction (β = .33, p = .000), and significantly 

negatively related to WIF (β = -.18, p < .01). WFSCB was not significantly negatively 

related to FIW (β = .04, p > .05). Thus, hypotheses 2, 3, and 4 were fully supported and 

hypothesis 1 was partially supported given that the findings for the relationship between 

WFSCB and FIW were non-significant. 

Incremental Validity. 

  Incremental validity was tested by assessing whether or not the WFSCB measure 

explained a unique proportion of variance in all of the outcome measures (listed above) 

over and above that which was explained by general coworker support (Caplan et al., 

1975; see Table 5). A hierarchical regression analysis was run to test this hypothesis. In 

step 1 of the analysis, the general coworker support measure was entered into the model 

in order to control for its effects, and in step 2, the WFSCB measure was added. WFSCB 

was significantly positively related to WF balance (β = .24, p = .000), WTF affective 

spillover (β = .21, p < .01), FTW affective spillover (β = .30, p = .000), and life 

satisfaction (β = .35, p = .000), and significantly negatively related to WIF (β = -.16, p < 
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.05) over and above general coworker support. WFSCB was not significantly negatively 

related to FIW (β = .11, p > .05) over and above general coworker support.  

Discussion 

The central aim of this research was to provide greater insight into specific actions 

that coworkers can take to help each other more effectively manage the WF interface. In 

order to do so, we built upon previous qualitative findings (McMullan, Lapierre, & Li, 

2016) to develop and validate a measure of WFSCB. The construct, content, criterion-

related, and incremental validity of this measure was assessed, resulting in a 16-item 

measure representative of a superordinate construct with four dimensions of behavior 

including: emotional support, sharing resources and knowledge, facilitating work 

adjustments, and proactively developing solutions. This research provides evidence 

supporting the existence of WFSCB and suggests that having coworkers who display 

such behaviors not only makes it easier for employees to balance their work and home 

demands and to avoid work interference with family, but also aids with positive affective 

spillover from one role to the other, as well as enhanced overall life satisfaction. These 

benefits of WFSCB held true over and above general coworker support, thus highlighting 

the utility of a WF focused measure of support.  

Our findings with regards to significant relationships between WFSCB and WF 

balance and both directions of WF positive spillover, as compared to the lack of a 

significant finding for FIW, are in keeping with recent theorizing on the WF interface. 

Ten Brummelhuis and Bakker (2012) have argued that the benefits of social support are 

more relevant to resource gain spirals (underlying WF positive spillover) than they are to 

resource loss spirals (underlying WF conflict). This argumentation was empirically 
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supported in a recent meta-analysis conducted by Lapierre, Li, Shao, and DiRenzo (2016) 

that found that social support was more strongly associated with increases in spillover 

than with reductions in conflict. As operationalized in our measure, WFSCB could be 

more salient to resource gain by providing the means to fulfil both work and family 

needs, and although helpful, it is possible that such behavior does not thwart the potential 

for FIW. Furthermore, the absence of significant findings for the unique contribution of 

WFSCB in explaining FIW suggests that coworkers may not be well positioned to 

provide support that would directly help employees manage their family role in such a 

way as to avoid encroachment upon work obligations. This finding is plausible given the 

fact that coworkers are more privy to each other’s work situation and issues, and thus, 

would be in a better position to offer supportive action most salient to managing the work 

role versus the family role. This is also consistent with meta-analytic evidence showing 

that general coworker support is more highly related to WIF than it is to FIW (Michel et 

al., 2011). Further research is warranted in order to provide a stronger understanding of 

the true relationship between WFSCB and WF conflict. 

By placing an emphasis on behaviors that are focused on helping employees to 

better manage both their work and family demands, our WFSCB measure extends well 

beyond traditional measures of coworker support that tap general emotional and 

instrumental support (e.g., Beehr et al., 2000; Caplan et al., 1975; Ducharme, Knudsen, & 

Roman, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Sloan, 2012; Tang, 1998). Furthermore, our 

measure demonstrates that coworkers can help one another not only by providing support 

that is instrumental and emotional in nature, but also by proactively engaging in solution 
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development aimed at solving one another’s WF management issues, similar to what 

research on WF supportive supervisors has demonstrated (Hammer et al., 2009).  

Practical implications. 

Formal policies have shown mixed success with respect to their influence on 

work-family outcomes, and are also not always available or feasible (Kelly et al., 2008). 

Therefore, informal methods of providing WF support are necessary in order to maintain 

the resilience of the workforce. Given that WFSCB, as a superordinate construct, 

provides researchers and practitioners with the opportunity to extract meaning on two 

different levels, any findings based on the use of this measure could be quite beneficial 

within the organizational context. For example, generation of a total score for WFSCB 

could be indicative of the level of WF-focused support overall that employees experience 

and could ultimately hint towards the existence (or lack thereof) of a WF supportive 

culture. Another avenue would be to interpret levels of the specific dimensions of 

WFSCB as indicative of the specific forms of support present or lacking within a team, 

department, or organization. This type of insight could inform policy development or 

future operational practices that might encourage employees to engage more in certain 

behaviors. For example, flattening the formal hierarchy (i.e., levels of authority) within 

an organization so that employees would have increased autonomy over how and when 

they do their work could open up the potential for more behaviors observed in the 

dimension proactively developing solutions.   

Our results may help to inform organizational practices aimed at informally 

helping employees better manage work and family demands by providing examples of 

behaviors that coworkers can engage in to help one another better manage the intersection 
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of their work and family roles. In today’s competitive business environment, 

organizations must implement new strategies for meeting the needs of their changing 

workforce. As more team-based work strategies begin to be adopted by organizations, 

coworkers and their positive influence on each other’s health and productivity has 

become increasingly important. Based on the findings of the present study, organizations 

should be taking steps to encourage WFSCBs in order to aid their employees in the 

management of competing work and family demands. 

Limitations & future research. 

There are several strengths to the scale development and validation process that 

was employed in this research program. To begin, the research involved four samples and 

as a result, provides a thorough investigation into the nature of WFSCB. At the outset, we 

followed best practice recommendations to ensure the content validity of the inductively 

generated measure items by conducting a card sort activity and making refinements prior 

to full-scale data collection. Furthermore, the underlying structure of WFSCB emerged 

through an iterative process based on two EFAs using two independent samples. A third 

sample was used to confirm the superordinate factor structure of the measure. Another 

strength of this research was that the data was collected from a North American sample 

across various industries and as a result, the measure and its predictive validity is more 

likely to be applicable across various organization and job types.  

Despite the methodological rigour highlighted above, this research was not 

without its limitations. First, we employed the use of cross-sectional data, which 

precludes causal conclusions from being drawn. Future longitudinal research could be 

helpful in providing evidence of whether WFSCB truly leads to improved WF outcomes. 
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Scholars are also urged to re-examine our hypotheses with various samples, across a 

variety of countries, in order to more confidently conclude on their validity. For example, 

there may be differences in the specific types of WFSCBs that are displayed by 

employees in individualist versus collectivist cultures. Research suggests that in some 

Asian countries several of the specific WFSCBs identified in our research may be 

frowned upon or even prohibited in the workplace (Taylor, Welch, Kim, & Sherman, 

2007; Yoon & Lim, 1999). Given that expressing emotions is in many cases considered 

unacceptable, emotionally supportive WFSCBs, such as talking about shared experiences 

at work and talking to coworkers about stresses balancing work and family demands, may 

not be enacted by employees. By extension, in order for coworkers to engage in many of 

the behaviors observed in the category sharing resources and knowledge, individuals 

would most likely have to discuss their struggles with work or family to some extent 

(McMullan, Lapierre, & Li, 2016). Thereby, upholding collectivistic cultural norms could 

feasibly contribute to a reduction in the provision of this type of support amongst 

coworkers. In regards to the nuanced relationship between WFSCB and the various 

dimensions of WF conflict, the short measure used in the current research did not allow 

for specific hypotheses to be generated and tested in relation to time, strain, and behavior-

based conflict. It is expected that the WFSCB measure would demonstrate a significant 

negative relationship with all three dimensions of conflict. For example, sharing 

resources and knowledge behaviors geared towards the work domain could lead to the 

adoption of similar behaviors in the home domain, and vice versa. The behaviors 

identified in facilitating work adjustments, sharing resources and knowledge, and 

proactively developing solutions could quite feasibly alleviate time and strain-based 
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conflict work-to-family conflict, and finally, emotional support could likely alleviate both 

directions of strain-based WF conflict. Finally, we also encourage scholars to examine 

situational factors that may moderate the degree to which WFSCB relates to various 

outcomes. For example, the number of coworkers who engage in WFSCB may enhance 

the benefits to WF affective positive spillover, WF conflict, or WF balance. Such 

knowledge would be instrumental in understanding how the benefits of WFSCB can be 

maximized. 

Conclusion. 

Overall, this study resulted in the development of a sound measure of WFSCB 

and provides compelling initial evidence of the potential value of having coworkers 

engage in such behaviors. We have shown that these specific types of coworker behavior 

may provide benefits beyond what emotional and/or instrumental support may offer. Our 

findings suggest that employees can act in a variety of ways to improve one another’s 

experience of WF conflict, WF positive affective spillover, WF balance, and life 

satisfaction. The findings presented also provide further practical guidance on how 

coworkers can specifically contribute to a family-supportive work environment.  
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Table 1 

Study 1 EFA Results 

Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 

1. My coworkers give me advice on how to handle challenging 

situations at work so I can be more effective at home.* 
.73     

2. My coworkers are happy to share their knowledge or 

resources to help me better juggle my work and nonwork 

demands.* 

.67     

3. My coworkers give me advice on how to handle challenging 

situations at home so I can be more effective at work. 
.61     

4. My coworkers make suggestions for how our work can be 

rearranged to better meet team members' work and nonwork 

demands.* 

.60     

5. My coworkers help me to meet work or family 

needs/obligations more effectively by sharing their experiences 

and knowledge.* 

.59     

6. My coworkers make suggestions to management (for 

example, our supervisor) on how to improve the effectiveness 

of our team so that our work and nonwork needs can be met.* 

.56     

7. I can go to my coworkers to seek information and resources 

when I need help in more effectively meeting work or 

nonwork needs.* 

.55     

8. My coworkers are a sound source of advice on how to better 

meet work or nonwork needs/obligations.* 
.54     

9. My coworkers are willing to share their knowledge or 

resources with me to help make my life easier.* 
.50     

10. My coworkers reassure me that I am on the right path when 

I doubt whether I am effectively meeting my work or nonwork 

needs/obligations.* 

.50     
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11. My coworkers make suggestions to management (for 

example, our supervisor) to help solve our team's workload 

issues.* 

.49     

12. My coworkers and I work as a team to solve workload 

issues that may impact our nonwork lives.* 
.42     

13. My coworkers strategize upcoming work tasks as a team to 

better accommodate people's work and nonwork demands.* 
.40     

14. My coworkers encourage me to avoid stress in my life.* .37     

15. My coworkers and I plan ahead to ensure both work and 

nonwork needs can be met effectively. 
.35     

16. If I need to be absent from work to attend to a nonwork 

demand, I can count on my coworkers to share my workload.* 
 -.84    

17. My coworkers will take over my regular work 

responsibilities when a nonwork demand requires me to be 

absent.* 

 -.84    

18. My coworkers will adjust their work schedule (for 

example, come in early or stay later) if I need to attend to a 

nonwork demand.* 

 -.73    

19. If I need to be absent from work to attend to a nonwork 

demand, I can count on my coworkers to take over for me.* 
 -.72    

20. My coworkers and I share the workload when I have a 

nonwork demand that conflicts with my ability to meet all of 

my work responsibilities.* 

 -.65    

21. My coworkers are willing to adjust their work schedule 

when I have a nonwork demand come up.* 
 -.57    

22. My coworkers are willing to make adjustments in how the 

work gets done when a nonwork demand requires me to work 

from an alternate location.* 
 -.48    

23. My coworkers are willing to accommodate me when a 

nonwork demand requires me to work remotely (for example, 

at home).* 

 -.40    
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24. When I am feeling overwhelmed with work or nonwork, 

my coworkers let me know that they are available to help me if 

I need it.** 

 -.37    

25. My coworkers make an effort to learn about my personal 

life.   .60   

26. My coworkers and I can talk about similar experiences in 

our home and/or work lives.   .54   

27. My coworkers care about my wellbeing outside of work. 
  .52   

28. I can talk to my coworkers about my struggles juggling 

work and nonwork life.   .51   

29. My coworkers understand when a nonwork need takes 

priority over my work.*   .43   

30. My coworkers are a comforting source when I am feeling 

overwhelmed about work and/or nonwork demands.*   .39   

31. I can talk to my coworkers when I am feeling stressed 

about effectively meeting my work or nonwork 

needs/obligations.* 

  .37   

32. My coworkers defend my efforts to balance my work and 

nonwork demands.*   .32   

33. My coworkers make an effort to balance their own work 

and nonwork demands/needs.* 
   .69  

34. My coworkers share the value I place on making an effort 

to balance my work and nonwork demands/needs.* 
   .45  

35. My coworkers and I strategize ways to reorganize our work 

so that we can be more effective in the future. 
   .44  
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36. My coworkers offer useful suggestions to optimize our 

team's time at work. 
   .44  

37. My coworkers try to avoid contacting me about work 

issues during my personal time.** 
   .22  

38. My coworkers let others at work know that it is important 

to balance work and nonwork demands. 
    .56 

39. My coworkers encourage me to attend to my nonwork 

demands/needs. 
    .40 

N = 203. * = reworded item; ** = deleted item. 
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Table 2 

Study 2, Sample 1, EFA Results 

Item Factor 1: 

Emotional 

Support 

 

Factor 2: 

Facilitating Work 

Adjustments 

Factor 3: 

Sharing 

Resources and 

Knowledge 

Factor 4: 

Proactively 

Developing 

Solutions 

1. Emotion 5. I can talk to my coworkers when I am feeling 

stressed about balancing my work and family demands. 

.72    

2. Emotion 6. I can talk to my coworkers about my struggles 

juggling work and family life. 

.70    

3. Emotion 3. My coworkers make an effort to learn about my 

personal life. 

.69    

4. Emotion 7. My coworkers are a source of comfort when I 

am feeling overwhelmed about my work or family life. 

.68    

5. Emotion 8. My coworkers and I can talk about similar 

experiences in our work and/or home lives. 

.65    

6. Emotion 2. My coworkers care about my wellbeing outside 

of work. 

.64    

7. Emotion 9. My coworkers reassure me when I am having 

doubts about my ability to meet the demands of my work 

and/or family life. 

.62    

8. Value nonwork 7. My coworkers encourage me to attend to 

my family demands/personal needs. 

.54    

9. Value nonwork 3. My coworkers think that it is important to 

balance work and family demands. 

.52    

10. Value nonwork 1. My coworkers share the value I place on 

balancing my work and my family. 

.51    

11. Value nonwork 6. My coworkers respect my personal time 

(for example, my time away from the office). 

.47    
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12. Emotion 4. My coworkers encourage me to avoid stress in 

my life. 

.46    

13. Facilitate 5. If I need to be absent from work to attend to a 

family demand, I can count on my coworkers to share my 

workload. 

 .89   

14. Facilitate 7. My coworkers will take over my regular work 

responsibilities when a family demand requires me to be 

absent. 

 .87   

15. Facilitate 3. If I need to be absent from work to attend to a 

family demand, I can count on my coworkers to take over for 

me. 

 .84   

16. Facilitate 2. My coworkers are willing to adjust their work 

schedule when I have a family demand come up. 

 .82   

17. Facilitate 1. My coworkers will adjust their work schedule 

(for example, come in early or stay later) if I need to attend to 

a family demand. 

 .78   

18. Facilitate 4. My coworkers and I share the workload when 

I have a family demand that conflicts with my ability to meet 

all of my work responsibilities. 

 .78   

19. Facilitate 8. My coworkers are willing to make adjustments 

in how the work gets done when a family demand requires me 

to work from an alternate location. 

 .59   

20. Facilitate 6. My coworkers are willing to accommodate me 

when a family demand requires me to work remotely (for 

example, at home). 

 .51   

21. Solutions 1. My coworkers strategize how our work can be 

rearranged in the future to better meet individuals' work and 

family demands. 

  .79  

22. Solutions 7. My coworkers offer useful suggestions to 

improve how our team makes use of time at work. 

  .78  
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23. Solutions 3. My coworkers make suggestions to 

management (for example, our supervisor) on how to solve 

future workload issues so that we can each better balance our 

work and family demands. 

  .77  

24. Solutions 4. My coworkers make suggestions to 

management (for example, our supervisor) to improve our 

team's effectiveness in the future so that we can better balance 

work and family demands. 

  .74  

25. Solutions 2. My coworkers and I strategize ways to prevent 

future conflict between our work and family demands. 

  .69  

26. Solutions 8. My coworkers and I strategize ways to 

reorganize our work so that we can be more effective as a unit 

in the future. 

  .67  

27. Solutions 5. My coworkers and I work together to 

strategize ways to prevent our workload from impacting our 

personal lives. 

  .61  

28. Solutions 6. My coworkers and I plan ahead to ensure both 

our work and family needs can be met effectively. 

  .60  

29. Resources 9. My coworkers give me advice on how to 

handle challenging situations at work so that I can be more 

effective at home. 

   -.65 

30. Resources 1. When I encounter challenging work 

responsibilities, my coworkers give me advice I can use so that 

my work doesn't cause problems for my home life. 

   -.65 

31. Resources 6. When I need help to meet a work or family 

demand, my coworkers share their knowledge and resources 

with me. 

   -.60 

32. Resources 3. When required, my coworkers share their 

knowledge or resources with me so that I can better manage 

my work or family demands. 

   -.52 

N = 200. Note. Items that cross-loaded onto other factors ≥ .30, or that had loadings < .40 are not included in this table. Item numbers are retained 

to allow for reference to Appendix B. 
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Table 3 

 

Study 2, Sample 2, Superordinate confirmatory factor analysis results for the WFSCB measure. 

 

Factor Item/Factor Factor 

Loading 

(SE) 

Error 

Variance 

(SE) 

Emotional support 1. My coworkers make an effort to learn about my personal life. 1.00 .66 (.06) 

2. My coworkers and I can talk about similar experiences in our work and/or home lives. .82 (.06) .42 (.04) 

3. I can talk to my coworkers when I am feeling stressed about balancing my work and family demands. 1.06 (.06) .30 (.03) 

4. My coworkers are a source of comfort when I am feeling overwhelmed about my work or family life. 1.28 (.06) .29 (.04) 

    

Sharing resources 

and knowledge 

1. My coworkers give me advice on how to handle challenging situations at work so that I can be more effective 

at home. 

1.00 .28 (.03) 

2. When I need help to meet a work or family demand, my coworkers share their knowledge and resources with 

me. 

1.06 (.06) .40 (.04) 

3. When I encounter challenging work responsibilities, my coworkers give me advice I can use so that my work 

doesn't cause problems for my home life. 

1.03 (.06) .45 (.04) 

   
 

Proactively 

developing solutions 

1. My coworkers strategize how our work can be rearranged in the future to better meet individuals' work and 

family demands. 

1.00 .40 (.04) 

2. My coworkers and I strategize ways to reorganize our work so that we can be more effective as a unit in the 

future. 

.90 (.05) .28 (.03) 

3. My coworkers make suggestions to management (for example, our supervisor) to improve our team's 

effectiveness in the future so that we can better balance work and family demands. 

.90 (.05) .49 (.05) 

4. My coworkers make suggestions to management (for example, our supervisor) on how to solve future 

workload issues so that we can each better balance our work and family demands. 

.97 (.05) .37 (.04) 

5. My coworkers offer useful suggestions to improve how our team makes use of time at work. .92 (.05) .42 (.04) 

   
 

Facilitating work 

adjustments 

1. My coworkers will take over my regular work responsibilities when a family demand requires me to be 

absent. 

1.00 .36 (.04) 

2. My coworkers are willing to adjust their work schedule when I have a family demand come up. .99 (.05) .41 (.04) 

3. My coworkers and I share the workload when I have a family demand that conflicts with my ability to meet 

all of my work responsibilities. 

1.11 (.05) .26 (.03) 

4. My coworkers are willing to make adjustments in how the work gets done when a family demand requires me 

to work from an alternate location. 

.95 (.05) .48 (.05) 

N = 302. The tau equivalent model holds all factor loadings equal; the loadings for all four WFSCB factors were .75 with a standard error of .04. 
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Table 4 

 

Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations for Hypothesis Testing 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

WFSCB                

1.  WFSCB overall 3.69 .78 1             

2. Emotional support 3.71 .89 .85** 1            

3. Sharing resources and     

knowledge 

3.69 .93 .87** .70** 1           

4. Facilitating work 

adjustments 

3.65 .96 .83** .59** .58** 1          

5. Proactively developing 

solutions 

3.69 .89 .84** .59** .65** .62** 1         

General support                

6. General coworker support 3.03 .65 .74** .67** .64** .61** .58** 1        

7. General family-focused 

coworker support 

3.61 .85 .83** .75** .68** .75** .64** .67** 1       

Outcomes                

8. WF balance 3.71 .80 .29** .22** .20** .33** .22** .24** .41** 1      

9. WIF 2.69 .89 -.24** -.18** -.18** -.28** -.17** -.23** -.31** -.55** 1     

10. FIW 2.40 .83 .02 .01 .05 -.03 .04 -.05 -.10* -.34** .53** 1    

11. Life satisfaction 4.72 1.39 .37** .30** .36** .28** .32** .29** .34** .43** -.22** -.14** 1   

12. WTF positive spillover 4.05 .60 .20** .22** .18** .15** .15** .14** .27** .20** -.14** -.21** .24** 1  

13. FTW positive spillover 4.07 .72 .32** .26** .26** .25** .32** .25** .31** .28** -.26** -.11* .26** .48** 1 

N = 502; * = p < .05; ** = p <. 01; M = mean; SD = standard deviation. 
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Table 5 

Study 2, Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results 

 

 

 

 

 

N = 502. Standardized regression coefficients are reported. *p < .05; **p < .01. 

  

Variable WIF FIW WF Balance WTF affect FWE Affect Life 

Satisfaction 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

General 

coworker 

support 

-.23** -.11 -.05 -.13 .24** .06 .14** -.01 .25** .03 .29** .03 

WFSCB - -.16* - .11 - .24** - .21** - .30** - .35** 

R2  .01*  .01  .03**  .02**  .04**  .05** 
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Table 6 

Study 2 WFSCB Dimension Descriptive Statistics and Reliability Estimates by Gender 

 

 

 

 

 

N = 502.

Factor Mean Standard Deviation Chronbach’s Alpha 

 Male Female Male Female Male Female 

Emotional Support 3.7 3.7 .87 .91 .85 .87 

Sharing Resources & Knowledge 3.7 3.7 .93 .93 .86 .85 

Facilitating Work Adjustments 3.8 3.5 .93 .97 .90 .89 

Proactively Developing Solutions 3.8 3.6 .84 .90 .89 .90 
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Appendix A 

Study 1 - Interview Protocol 

(Note. This study only recruited participants who were employed full-time, who were 

married/cohabitating, and who had at least one school-aged child at home. These inclusion 

criteria were selected for the purpose of increasing the likelihood that participants would have 

encountered difficulties balancing work and family, which in turn warranted support from 

coworkers.) 

 

The interviews began with the researcher explaining the research goals, providing a definition of 

both coworkers and work-family balance, and confirming that the participant understood these 

definitions. 

“Work-family balance is defined as the feeling of being satisfied and effective both at 

work and at home (Greenhaus & Allen, 2011).” 

“A coworker was defined as someone that you work with on a regular basis, and who is 

typically in a similar role or working at a similar level as you within the organization.” 

STAR: Situation – Task – Action – Result  

Interview Questions: 

1. Can you describe a situation when your coworker(s) made it easier for you to balance 

your work and family life? (In other words, what has a coworker (or coworkers) done to 

help you be satisfied and effective both at work and at home?)  

a. Who was the coworker? 

b. What exactly did they do?  

c. What was the context surrounding their supportive behaviors? 

d. Did you ask for help?  
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e. In what way did this help you experience work-family balance? 

f. How did this help you? 

g. Are there any other similar situations you can describe? 

2. Can you describe a situation when your coworker(s) made it more difficult for you to 

balance your work and family life? (In other words, what has a coworker (or coworkers) 

done to hinder your ability to be satisfied and effective both at work and at home?)  

a. Who was the coworker? 

b. What exactly did they do? 

c. What was the context surrounding their unhelpful behaviors? 

d. Had you asked him/her/them for help? 

e. In what way did this hinder your experience of work-family balance? 

f. How was this problematic for you?  

g. Are there any other similar situations you can describe? 

3. In the past, how have you engaged in behaviors directed at making it easier for your 

coworker(s) to balance their work and family demands?  

a. What context, situation, or personal factors prompted you to behave in this way 

towards your coworker(s)? 

b. What did you perceive to be the benefits of your actions for your coworker(s)? 

c. What did you perceive to be the personal benefits of supporting your coworker? 

d. Why did you decide to help your coworker(s)? 

Additional Questions (if the level of detail is lacking based on the responses above): 

4. Have you ever observed any of your colleagues engaging in behaviors that would help or 

hinder their coworkers’ work-family balance?  
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a. If yes, what were those behaviors? 

5. Can you think of a time when you were having difficulty balancing work and family?  

a. Did any of your coworkers help you to achieve a better balance?   

i. If yes, what types of support did they offer? 

b. Did any of your coworkers hinder your ability to achieve a better balance? 

i. If yes, how? 
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Appendix B 

Study 2, Sample 1, Item Analysis: Structural Validity 

 
Correlations outside of WFSCB category 

 

  Emotion 5 Emotion 6 Emotion 3 Emotion 7 Emotion 8 Emotion 2 Emotion 9 Emotion 4 

Solutions 1 .40** .35** .29** .43** .36** .41** .43** .42** 

Solutions 7 .35** .28** .25** .44** .33** .41** .43** .41** 

Solutions 3 .48** .40** .23** .37** .46** .43** .45** .37** 

Solutions 4 .50** .42** .31** .46** .51** .47** .43** .45** 

Solutions 2 .46** .39** .37** .54** .43** .47** .48** .49** 

Solutions 8 .47** .35** .30** .44** .36** .42** .41** .50** 

Solutions 5 .53** .50** .43** .58** .47** .55** .57** .51** 

Solutions 6 .45** .42** .31** .45** .38** .43** .42** .42** 

** p < .01; solutions = proactively developing solutions; emotion = emotional support. Emotional support item 6 and item 9 were 

removed from this analysis because their item difficulty was greater than .70. Emotional support item 4 was removed because it 

had the lowest factor loading (see Table 2). The decision was made to retain emotional support item 8 despite having an item 

difficulty of .82 because it demonstrated solid discriminant validity when compared to the other WFSCB dimensions, and strong 

correlations with its own category items (see convergent validity below). Bolding indicates a correlation value > .49. 

 
  Resources 9 Resources 1 Resources 6 Resources 3 

Solutions 1 .47** .50** .44** .43** 

Solutions 7 .39** .41** .48** .45** 

Solutions 3 .45** .39** .39** .35** 

Solutions 4 .49** .38** .45** .45** 

Solutions 2 .50** .48** .51** .40** 

Solutions 8 .31** .33** .39** .38** 

Solutions 5 .48** .57** .56** .49** 

Solutions 6 .39** .47** .44** .36** 

** p < .01; solutions = proactively developing solutions; resources = sharing resources and knowledge. All remaining sharing 

resources and knowledge items were not included in this analysis because they cross-loaded onto another category (i.e., factor 

loading ≥ .30). Sharing resources and knowledge item 3 was removed from the measure because it had an item difficulty that was 

greater than .70. Bolding indicates a correlation value > .49. 

 
  Facilitate 5 Facilitate 7 Facilitate 3 Facilitate 2 Facilitate 1 Facilitate 4 Facilitate 8 Facilitate 6 

Solutions 1 .42** .35** .43** .47** .44** .48** .48** .41** 

Solutions 7 .36** .31** .39** .35** .41** .43** .43** .33** 

Solutions 3 .34** .31** .34** .35** .42** .42** .47** .42** 

Solutions 4 .39** .42** .42** .39** .44** .42** .48** .42** 

Solutions 2 .46** .41** .48** .53** .53** .55** .55** .55** 

Solutions 8 .38** .32** .38** .39** .34** .35** .48** .33** 

Solutions 5 .52** .49** .49** .53** .48** .55** .55** .49** 

Solutions 6 .46** .41** .44** .42** .48** .46** .49** .50** 

** p < .01; solutions = proactively developing solutions; facilitate = facilitating work adjustments. Facilitating work adjustments 

item 5 was removed from the measure because it had an item difficulty that was greater than .70. Items 3, 1, and 6 were removed 

because they had a sister item that demonstrated a stronger factor loading and therefore, were retained for the measure. Bolding 

indicates a correlation value > .49. 
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  ValueNonWork 7 ValueNonWork 3 ValueNonWork 1 ValueNonWork 6 

Solutions 1 .36** .36** .39** .44** 

Solutions 7 .37** .39** .41** .44** 

Solutions 3 .39** .423** .456** .421** 

Solutions 4 .41** .37** .46** .47** 

Solutions 2 .48** .44** .55** .46** 

Solutions 8 .38** .39** .39** .44** 

Solutions 5 .50** .42** .52** .55** 

Solutions 6 .45** .47** .50** .53** 

** p < .01; solutions = proactively developing solutions; ValueNonWork = demonstrating the value of non-work life. All 

remaining demonstrating the value of non-work life items cross-loaded onto another category (i.e., factor loading ≥ .30). Items 3, 

1, and 6 were removed because they had an item difficulty that was greater than .70. Item 7 was removed because it did not 

demonstrate stronger convergent validity when compared to other emotional support items. Bolding indicates a correlation value 

> .49. 

 

  Emotion 5 Emotion 3 Emotion 7 Emotion 9 ValueNonWork 7 Emotion 8 

Resources 9 .54** .44** .60** .59** .45** .40** 

Resources 1 .55** .40** .60** .62** .54** .45** 

Resources 6 .64** .53** .68** .69** .54** .59** 

** p < .01.  

       

  Emotion 5 Emotion 3 Emotion 7 Emotion 9 ValueNonWork 7 Emotion 8 

Solutions 1 0.56** 0.40** 0.60** 0.59** 0.58** 0.42** 

Solutions 7 0.50** 0.34** 0.56** 0.53** 0.53** 0.32** 

Solutions 3 0.51** 0.34** 0.55** 0.56** 0.55** 0.39** 

Solutions 4 0.47** 0.34** 0.51** 0.56** 0.51** 0.35** 

Solutions 8 0.50** 0.32** 0.52** 0.53** 0.49** 0.34** 

** p < .01 

       

  Emotion 5 Emotion 3 Emotion 7 Emotion 9 ValueNonWork 7 Emotion 8 

Facilitate 7 0.45** 0.36** 0.46** 0.50** 0.62** 0.40** 

Facilitate 2 0.51** 0.45** 0.54** 0.59** 0.66** 0.44** 

Facilitate 4 0.54** 0.41** 0.57** 0.61** 0.63** 0.45** 

Facilitate 8 0.48** 0.43** 0.50** 0.58** 0.60** 0.43** 

** p < .01 

 

  Facilitate 7 Facilitate 2 Facilitate 4 Facilitate 8 

Resources 9 0.40** 0.43** 0.44** 0.45** 

Resources 1 0.44** 0.47** 0.52** 0.42** 

Resources 6 0.47** 0.55** 0.54** 0.49** 

** p < .01  
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Final measure items: Correlations within WFSCB category 

 

Emotional Support 

Item Emotion 3 Emotion 5 Emotion 7 Emotion 8 

Emotion 3 1    

Emotion 5 .49** 1   

Emotion 7 .59** .70** 1  

Emotion 8 .55** .60** .59** 1 

**p < 0.01. 

Facilitating Work Adjustments 

Item Facilitate 2 Facilitate 4 Facilitate 7 Facilitate 8 

Facilitate 2 1    

Facilitate 4 .73** 1   

Facilitate 7 .65** .71** 1  

Facilitate 8 .68** .62** .56** 1 

**p < 0.01. 

Proactively Developing Solutions 

Item Solutions 1 Solutions 3 Solutions 4 Solutions 7 Solutions 8 

Solutions 1 1     

Solutions 3 .58** 1    

Solutions 4 .61** .78** 1   

Solutions 7 .66** .62** .56** 1  

Solutions 8 .57** .52** .59** .61** 1 

**p < 0.01. 

Sharing Resources and Knowledge 

Item Resources 1 Resources 6 Resources 9 

Resources 1 1   

Resources 6 .73** 1  

Resources 9 .68** .69** 1 

**p < 0.01. 
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General Discussion 

 The benefits of workplace social support to the improved well-being of employees has 

been consistently demonstrated in the literature (Beehr, Jex, Stacy, & Murray, 2000; Frone et al., 

1997; LaRocco, French, & Jones, 1980; LaRocco & Jones, 1978; Viswesvaran, Sanchez, & 

Fisher, 1999). To date however, there has been little empirical inquiry into the benefits of family-

specific forms of coworker support on various WF outcomes such as WF balance, conflict, and 

positive spillover. Instead, the majority of research has focused on outcomes associated with the 

provision of general coworker support (Dolcos & Daley, 2009; Frone et al., 1997; Major, 

Fletcher, Davis, & Germano, 2008; Matthews, Bulger, & Barnes-Farrell, 2010; Pedersen & 

Minnotte, 2012; Wang, Liu, Zhan, & Shi, 2010). The widespread acknowledgement of issues 

facing individuals who struggle to successfully juggle their work and family responsibilities 

(Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000; Eby, Casper, Lockwood, Bordeaux, & Brinley, 2005), 

coupled with trends towards more team-based, interdependent work environments (Ensign, 1998; 

Illgen & Hollenbeck, 1991), highlighted the importance of research into WF focused supportive 

coworker behavior. This dissertation addressed the gap in the literature by developing an 

empirically validated multidimensional measure of WFSCB and demonstrated its predictive 

utility within the WF interface. 

In the first step towards developing and validating a measure of WFSCB, an inductive 

phenomenological investigation into the nature of this type of coworker support was undertaken 

(manuscript one). The result, based on semi-structured interviews with 22 working parents, was a 

detailed description of the lived experience of WF supportive behaviors that participants had 

provided to, or received from, their coworker(s). In asking open-ended questions to capture 

supportive behaviors, contextual details were also captured, and this allowed for the 
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identification of potential antecedents to WFSCB. The detailed participant quotes were grouped 

into categories of behavior according to emergent themes and measure items were developed. In 

order to run a preliminary test of content validity, the inductively generated items were included 

in a card sort activity completed by 22 participants. This resulted in refinement of the measure 

prior to collecting an initial sample of data from 200 North American participants. The results of 

an exploratory factor analysis on the data from 200 participants lead to further refinement of the 

measure, and a final sample of data from 502 participants was collected. This final dataset was 

then randomly split into two separate samples: one to run a second EFA using data from 200 

participants and another to run a CFA on the finalized measure using data from 302 participants. 

The final 16-item WFSCB measure demonstrated solid validity and reliability, and thus, was 

further tested in a hierarchical regression analysis (N = 502) to investigate its predictive and 

incremental validity over and above a general measure of coworker support (Caplan et al., 1975).  

Research Findings and Future Directions 

The findings of this research program indicate that WFSCB can be broken down into four 

dimensions including: 1) emotional support, 2) facilitating work adjustments, 3) sharing 

resources and knowledge, and 4) proactively developing solutions, all of which demonstrated 

adequate internal consistency. Although demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-

work life was identified as a potential dimension of WFSCB in the first qualitative manuscript, 

the quantitative data in manuscript two did not support its validity as an indicator of the 

construct. As mentioned, participants did not appear to perceive a significant difference between 

emotional support and demonstrating an understanding of the value of non-work life, and thus, it 

is plausible that the behaviors identified within this dimension were perceived as an underlying 

theme reflective of the encouragement of emotional wellbeing.  
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The findings provide preliminary evidence that higher levels of WFSCB are associated 

with lower levels of work-to-family conflict, and higher levels of WF balance, WF positive 

spillover, and life satisfaction. Furthermore, the utility of WFSCB as a source of informal 

workplace support was underscored based on evidence of its incremental validity in the 

prediction of these outcome variables over and above general coworker support. This finding is 

in line with measurement theory that states operational congruence between a predictor and an 

outcome construct is instrumental in observing stronger statistical relationships (Chiaburu & 

Harrison, 2007; Ducharme & Martin, 2000; Viswesvaran et al., 1999; Hogan & Holland, 2003). 

Practically, these findings suggest that more specific behaviors aimed at improving a coworker’s 

ability to achieve harmony between their work and home lives could be more beneficial in terms 

of the benefits to WF outcomes such as WF conflict, balance, and positive spillover. Ultimately, 

general measures of coworker support may fall short in assessing a broad spectrum of behaviors 

that coworkers engage in to support one another’s WF integration. 

The qualitative analyses in manuscript two also identified several potential categories of 

antecedents to WFSCB including: 1) understanding of the coworker situation, 2) similarity with 

coworker(s), 3) relationship with coworker(s), 4) ability to contribute to a change or 

improvement, 5) perceived benefits of providing support, and 6) personal characteristics. These 

findings demonstrate similarities and differences with antecedents to family-facilitative coworker 

support proposed by Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran (2009). The WFSCB antecedents 

identified in this dissertation are consistent with the framework proposed by Mesmer-Magnus 

with respect to the relationship with coworker(s), the importance of similarities between 

providers and recipients of WFSCB with respect to life course stage and family life stage, and 

the interdependency of work. Additional antecedents proposed by Mesmer-Magnus & 
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Viswesvaran (2009) including gender roles, social identification, frequency of requesting 

support, and organizational justice were not corroborated by participants, although this does not 

necessarily mean that they are of lesser relevance and is an avenue for future deductive 

quantitative investigation. Future research would benefit our understanding of the relationships 

between various identified potential antecedents and the occurrence of WFSCB, including 

quantitative evidence to confirm or refute the proposed potential causal relationships between 

specific antecedents and specific WFSCB dimensions. For example, a multi-wave (longitudinal) 

design with potential antecedents measured at the outset, could be tested as time-lagged 

predictors of WFSCB. At a later time point, for example after a period of two months, WFSCB 

would be measured and potential antecedents re-measured, while controlling for WFSCB 

measured at the initial time point. Although such a design would not allow causal conclusions to 

be drawn, on account of possible unmeasured confounds, results of this nature could speak to the 

existence of time-lagged relationships (including those suggesting reverse causation), which in 

turn would speak to the possible causal sequencing of variables.  

The WFSCB measure offers several advantages over existing measures of family-focused 

coworker support. Firstly, the WFSCB scale development was subjected to more rigorous 

methods than previous measures of WF focused coworker support (e.g., Thompson & Prottas, 

2005; McManus et al., 2002; Families and Work Institute, WFHN research). The development of 

these existing scales did not benefit from a combination of inductive and deductive insights and 

thus, provide insufficient assurance that the important components of WF focused coworker 

support had been captured. Other measures have simply adapted items that were initially 

intended to assess other constructs, such as family-focused supervisor support (e.g., Thompson & 

Prottas, 2005). An exception is the mixed-method procedure employed to develop and validate 
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the C-IWAF, a measure focused almost exclusively on instrumental WF focused support 

(Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010). However, the C-IWAF cannot be considered as robust as the 

WFSCB measure given that the authors collected qualitative information via application of a 

questionnaire and thus, were not able to capture arguably important contextual details associated 

with the identified supportive behaviors. Furthermore, the authors did not conduct an exploratory 

factor analysis of the items, which would have been warranted given the need to understand the 

true nature underlying a novel construct; instead, authors validated the measure by running a 

CFA on one sample of data. Second, the WFSCB measure provides evidence of predictive 

validity based on a breadth of specific behaviors beyond those commonly operationalized in 

more general and instrumental measures of WF focused support (McManus et al., 2002; 

Mesmer-Magnus et al., 2010; Thompson & Prottas, 2005). For example, behaviors within the 

WFSCB dimensions of sharing knowledge and resources and proactively developing solutions 

have not been previously measured within the context of WF focused coworker support. Sharing 

resources and knowledge behaviors bare some similarity to coworker mentoring (Ensher, 

Thomas, & Murphy, 2001) and proactively developing solutions strongly resembles similar 

behaviors that supervisors have been shown to engage in with their subordinates (Hammer et al., 

2009; 2013). Therefore, these findings add to our understanding of how coworkers can help one 

another to juggle multiple life roles. 

Limitations 

 Despite the aforementioned methodological strengths, this research was not without its 

limitations. First, the use of cross-sectional data precludes causal conclusions from being drawn 

and thus, scholars are urged in future to conduct longitudinal research to provide evidence of 

whether or not WFSCB truly leads to improvements in WF outcomes such as balance and 
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positive spillover. Scholars are also urged to re-examine our hypotheses with various samples, 

across a variety of significantly different cultures, in order to more confidently conclude on their 

validity across various work environments. For example, there is reason to suspect that certain 

types of WFSCBs that are displayed by employees in individualist versus collectivist cultures 

will differ based on cultural norms (Taylor, Welch, Kim, & Sherman, 2007; Yoon & Lim, 1999). 

Second, the generalizability of the quantitative findings is limited given that project resources did 

not allow for the quantitative data to be pulled from a randomly generated nationally 

representative sample, the most rigorous test of generalizability. Data was however collected 

from multiple samples across North America in various industries to partially address this 

limitation. Finally, due to our research design the qualitative data were unable to demonstrate 

that a variable was a likely antecedent by investigating whether it was present when WFSCB was 

present, and absent when WFSCB was absent. This type of analysis is possible with qualitative 

research when the design focuses on specific case studies. Our research was designed to 

understand the experience and context of WFSCB (Creswell, 2013a; Creswell, 2013b) and thus, 

we could not test for causation (as can be done with case study methodology; Yin, 2014).  

Practical Implications  

The results of this dissertation contribute to practice in several ways. First, the findings 

reinforce the salience of both emotional and instrumental support amongst coworkers –two of the 

most commonly measured forms of social support. Given that WFSCB predicted various WF 

outcomes over and above general coworker support, this measure adds to our ability to provide 

prescriptive evidence to employees on how to express emotional and instrumental support when 

a fellow coworker is dealing with difficulty juggling multiple life role responsibilities. 

Furthermore, my data highlight the comparable importance of behaviors beyond these two broad 
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categories (i.e., emotional and instrumental support). Second, many of the specific behaviors that 

emerged are comparable to behaviors that describe family-supportive supervision (e.g., listening 

to struggles meeting work and family demands, flexibility with schedules, and developing 

solutions to better accommodate work and family; Hammer et al., 2009; 2013), and thus indicate 

that coworkers and supervisors can provide similar forms of WF focused support. There are 

certain behaviors that are unique to the coworker relationship however, such as taking over work 

tasks and being flexible with sharing the workload – ultimately “covering” for a coworker when 

a personal need arises. The WFSCBs identified also offer useful insights for organizational 

practices. For example, regular team/staff meetings where coworkers each voice their work- 

and/or family-related challenges can increase the team’s understanding of each other’s situation 

(a potential antecedent identified in this study), which could foster more WFSCB. Encouraging 

activities and conversation that allow coworkers to gain more knowledge of each other’s work 

tasks and family demands, along with allowing flexibility and autonomy in work tasks, should 

contribute to an increase in coworkers’ motivation and ability to contribute to changes that could 

help enhance WF balance for most, if not all unit members. Finally, as a superordinate construct, 

WFSCB provides practitioners with the opportunity to develop operational strategy based on 

insights drawn from two operationalizations. For example, a WFSCB total score could be 

indicative of the level of WF-focused support overall that employees experience and could 

ultimately point towards the existence (or lack thereof) of a WF supportive culture. Another 

practical use would be to interpret levels of the dimensions of WFSCB as indicative of the 

specific forms of support present or lacking within a team, department, or organization. This type 

of insight could inform policy development (e.g., flextime) or future operational practices (e.g., 

peer support recognition programs, knowledge sharing technology) that might encourage 
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employees to engage more in certain behaviors. Furthermore, as is known from research, the 

formal and informal organizational components should align with one another in order to tell a 

consistent and complete story of a WF supportive organizational culture (Metz, 2011; Roth, 

2007). Scholars have demonstrated that the provision of WF supportive programs and policy 

alone may not be enough to effect job attitudes and experiences (Allen, 2001; Allen et al., 2013) 

and thus, it is feasible that having both WF supportive policies and coworkers could enhance 

potential benefits to the management of the WF interface.  

Conclusion 

This dissertation builds and extends previous WF research on coworker support by 

contributing rich, empirically grounded information regarding specific manifestations of 

WFSCB. In addition, the development and validation of a robust measure of WFSCB provides 

evidence of the potential value of having coworkers engage in such behaviors, especially with 

regards to WF balance, WF spillover, work-to-family conflict, and life satisfaction. The findings 

also demonstrate that these WF focused behaviors provide benefits beyond what emotional 

and/or instrumental support (i.e., general coworker support) can offer. Decades of research has 

underscored the importance of the coworker in effectively navigating the stresses and pressures 

associated with the intersection between work and family, and this dissertation has provided 

practical guidance on how employees can actively engage with their coworkers to foster 

improved functioning, and to do so while also contributing to a family-supportive work 

environment.  
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