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Due to growing work-family demands, supervisors need to effectively exhibit family supportive
supervisor behaviors (FSSB). Drawing on social support theory and using data from two
samples of lower wage workers, the authors develop and validate a measure of FSSB, defined
as behaviors exhibited by supervisors that are supportive of families. FSSB is conceptualized as
a multidimensional superordinate construct with four subordinate dimensions: emotional sup-
port, instrumental support, role modeling behaviors, and creative work-family management.
Results from multilevel confirmatory factor analyses and multilevel regression analyses provide
evidence of construct, criterion-related, and incremental validity. The authors found FSSB to be
significantly related to work-family conflict, work-family positive spillover, job satisfaction, and
turnover intentions over and above measures of general supervisor support.
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Extensive changes have occurred over the past 30 to 40 years in employee and family
roles, as well as in the relationship between work and family domains. Evidence of these
changes includes the increasing percentage of families supported by dual incomes, increases
in workers with multiple family-care responsibilities, growing numbers of single parents in
the workforce, and greater gender integration into organizations (Kossek & Lambert, 2005;
Neal & Hammer, 2007). Although these labor market shifts have been coupled with a corre-
sponding trend toward greater organizational adoption of formal family supportive policies
(e.g., Glass & Fujimoto, 1995; Goodstein, 1994; Ingram & Simons, 1995; Kelly, 2006; Kelly
& Dobbin, 1999; Milliken, Martins, & Morgan, 1998; Osterman, 1995), researchers suggest
that the existence of such policies is a necessary but insufficient condition to alleviate
employees’ rising work and family demands and needs for greater flexibility (T. D. Allen,
2001; Kossek & Distelberg, 2009). Most workplaces that offer supports related to work
hours, scheduling, and flexibility base these on the informal discretion of supervisors who
directly influence employees’ workload and work-related stressors (Beehr, Farmer, Glazer,
Gudanowski, & Nair, 2003). Given the key role of supervisors in interpreting and enacting
formal organizational policy and informal practice, the study of supervisor support for work
and family is critical to understanding how to effectively implement work and family poli-
cies in employing organizations (Hopkins, 2005).

Drawing on the general social support literature (Cohen & Wills, 1985), work-family
research has identified social support from supervisors as an important resource that can
reduce the negative effects of work and family stressors (e.g., O’Driscoll et al., 2003;
Thomas & Ganster, 1995). Social support is an interpersonal transaction that may include
emotional expression of concern, instrumental assistance, or information (House, 1981).
Supervisor support, a source of social support, is related to lower levels of employee work-
family conflict (e.g., Frone, Yardley, & Markel, 1997; Frye & Breaugh, 2004; Lapierre &
Allen, 2006; Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Thompson, Beauvais, & Lyness, 1999). Moreover,
high levels of supervisor support can benefit employees as a resource and have been related
to higher levels of work-family positive spillover (Thompson & Prottas, 2005). In addition,
supervisor support has been shown to enhance employee job attitudes such as job satisfac-
tion (Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Thompson & Prottas, 2005) and is negatively related to
turnover intentions (Thompson et al., 1999; Thompson & Prottas, 2005).
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Most prior research on supervisor support and work-family outcomes has been based on
general measures of emotional support, as opposed to the identification of specific supervisor
behaviors that are supportive of the family role, as demonstrated in a recent meta-analysis
(Kossek, Pichler, Hammer, & Bodner, 2007). Furthermore, this meta-analysis demonstrated
that measures of supervisor support for the family role tend to have stronger relationships
with work-family conflict outcomes than measures that are not specific to the family role
(i.e., general measures of supervisor support), consistent with what Ajzen (1988) calls the
“principal of compatibility” (p. 92). It is important to note that although specific measures
may be better predictive of specific outcomes, they are potentially not as effective at pre-
dicting more general outcomes. Given that our measure is focused on supervisor support for
the family role, theoretically, this tradeoff is acceptable.

In addition, based on our review of the literature, we conclude that there is a lack of mea-
sures of behavioral supervisor support in general. An exception is a recent measure of super-
visor supportive and unsupportive behaviors developed by Rooney and Gottlieb (2007). Given
that this measure is not specific to support for the family role, we still see a need to provide
management with prescriptive information about what supervisors should actually do to be
more supportive of workers with work-family demands. In addition, more research is needed
to develop measures that enable researchers to assess supervisor support for family, distinctive
from work-family culture and climate, as some exiting measures of supervisor support are con-
taminated with more general measures of culture. Such work will enable scholars to better
assess whether supervisor support is an antecedent to a supportive work-family culture or cli-
mate, a subfacet of culture or climate, or an outcome of a supportive culture.

Therefore, we suggest that there are both research and practical reasons to develop a mea-
sure that identifies the behaviors that supervisors should engage in to help employees better
manage work and family. Building on the work of several relevant conceptual studies, the
goal of this study was to address these gaps and develop a valid, empirically based measure
of family supportive supervisor behaviors (FSSB). Conceptually, FSSB is defined as those
behaviors exhibited by supervisors that are supportive of families and consists of the fol-
lowing four dimensions—emotional support, instrumental support, role modeling behaviors,
and creative work-family management (i.e., managerial-initiated actions to restructure work
to facilitate employee effectiveness on and off the job)—based on the work of Hammer,
Kossek, Zimmerman, and Daniels (2007).

We draw on Hammer et al.’s (2007) conceptualization of FSSB and develop a measure
that reflects the multidimensional nature of the construct. We also rely on the meta-analysis
conducted by Kossek et al. (2007) on the relationship between workplace support and work-
family conflict, which showed work-family specific measures of supervisor support to have
the most robust relationships to work-family conflict measures. In the following sections, we
review the research on supervisor support and provide a rationale for the construct of FSSB.
Then, in two studies, we develop a measure to assess FSSB and provide evidence of con-
struct, criterion-related, and incremental validity. In particular, we relate the measure to the
outcomes of work-family conflict, work-family positive spillover, job satisfaction, and
turnover intentions, outcomes that have been shown to be related to emotional supervisor
support in prior research.
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The Construct of Supervisor Support

Supervisor support is one source of social support from work and is also referred to as a
form of informal organizational support (e.g., Hammer et al., 2007). As suggested by
Hammer et al., there is a lack of conceptual clarity in the measurement of informal organi-
zational support, as measures include overall perceived organizational support (POS;
Eisenberger, Stinglhamber, Vandenberghe, Sucharski, & Rhoades, 2002), organizational
work-family culture, overall supervisor support, and work-family specific supervisory sup-
port. At times, these measures are contaminated with items that cut across these different
types of informal support. For example, one measure of work-family organizational culture
also includes some items related to supervisor support (cf. Thompson et al., 1999).

The family supportive supervisor has been defined as one who empathizes with an
employee’s desire to seek balance between work and family responsibilities (Thomas &
Ganster, 1995). Furthermore, informal supervisor support for work and family may be more
important to employees’ overall well-being than the provision of formal workplace policies
and supports for family such as alternative work schedule policies and dependent care sup-
ports (e.g., T. D. Allen, 2001; Behson, 2005; Kossek & Nichol, 1992). Organizational schol-
ars have demonstrated that employees who have supportive supervisors experience less
work-family conflict (Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, 2002; Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1997;
Goff, Mount, & Jamison, 1990; Lapierre & Allen, 2006; Thompson & Prottas, 2005), have
reduced work distress (Frone, Russell, & Cooper, 1997), have less absenteeism (Goff et al.,
1990), have reduced intentions to quit (Thompson et al., 1999), and have increased job sat-
isfaction (Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Thompson & Prottas, 2005).

Defining the Multidimensional Construct of FSSB

Recent work on the conceptual development of FSSB identified the four dimensions of
emotional support, role modeling behaviors, instrumental support, and creative work-family
management as being arranged hierarchically under the broader dimension of family sup-
portive supervision (Hammer et al., 2007). Thus, we envision the multidimensional construct
of FSSB as being a superordinate construct indicated by four subordinate constructs
arranged hierarchically (Edwards, 2001; see Figure 1). As Edwards suggests, multidimen-
sional constructs are superordinate when “relationships flow from the construct to its dimen-
sions” (p. 145), and the multidimensional construct is not conceived of separately from the
specific dimensions. We see this frequently in the personality literature such as the five-
factor model of personality (Edwards, 2001). Similarly, the structure of overall and facet job
satisfaction is another example of a superordinate construct with subordinate dimensions. In
the following sections, we further delineate these four subordinate constructs of the broader
superordinate FSSB construct.

Emotional support generally is focused on perceptions that one is being cared for, that
one’s feelings are being considered, and that individuals feel comfortable communicating
with the source of support when needed. Emotional supervisor support includes talking
to workers and being aware of their family and personal life commitments. Supervisor
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emotional support involves the extent to which supervisors make employees feel comfort-
able discussing family-related issues, express concern for the way that work responsibilities
affect family, and demonstrate respect, understanding, sympathy, and sensitivity in regard to
family responsibilities. Other terms that have been used in the work-family literature to
describe this domain are sensitivity (Hopkins, 2005; Warren & Johnson, 1995) and interac-
tional support (Winfield & Rushing, 2005).

Role modeling behaviors refers to supervisors demonstrating how to integrate work and
family through modeling behaviors on the job. In the context of family supportive supervision,
role modeling can be defined as the extent to which supervisors provide examples of strategies
and behaviors that employees believe will lead to desirable work-life outcomes. Social learn-
ing theory states that the vast majority of human learning occurs through the observation of
others rather than through direct experience (Bandura, 1977). Furthermore, the literature sug-
gests that cultural change will occur only when supervisors and other organizational leaders
reinforce work-life values through what they say and do (Regan, 1994). Kirby and Krone
(2002) suggest that for work-life policies to be adopted, they must become part of the organi-
zational discourse through writing or oral communications, as well as role modeling.

The mentoring literature is also useful in illustrating how family supportive role model-
ing can benefit employees. For example, mentoring employees by sharing ideas or advice
about strategies that have helped them or others they know successfully manage their work
and family demands can be very beneficial. Greenhaus and Singh (2007) provide several
examples of work-family mentoring behaviors, which supervisors could incorporate to better
support their employees (e.g., discussing the consequences of different career paths,
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protecting the protégé from negative career consequences, or role modeling tolerance and
decision making consistent with one’s own work-life values).

Instrumental support is reactive and pertains to supervisor support as he or she responds
to an individual employee’s work and family needs in the form of day-to-day management
transactions. These may include reacting to scheduling requests for flexibility, needs to inter-
pret policies and practices, and managing routine work schedules to ensure that employees’
job tasks get done. It is the extent to which supervisors provide day-to-day resources or
services to assist employees in their efforts to successfully manage their dual responsibilities
in work and family roles. This support is generally supervisors’ routine reactions to manage
day-to-day employee scheduling conflicts.

A fourth subordinate construct of FSSB is proactive, creative work-family management.
Unlike instrumental support, which is more individually oriented, reactive, and typically ini-
tiated in response to an employee’s request, creative work-family management is proactive,
more strategic, and innovative. It is defined as managerial-initiated actions to restructure work
to facilitate employee effectiveness on and off the job. These behaviors can involve major
changes in the time, place, and way that work is done that simultaneously balances sensitiv-
ity to employees’ work-family responsibilities with company, customer, and coworker needs.

Some examples of creative work-family management include being able to think about
work-family demands in terms of the total work group in order to provide structural group
interventions such as cross-training within and between work departments. This can be
defined as the willingness and ability to challenge organizational assumptions that then
result in the redesign of work to enhance organizational outcomes, while also facilitating
employees’ efforts to integrate work and family responsibilities (Hammer et al., 2007).

This conceptualization of creative work-family management is based on a small but grow-
ing literature illustrating the processes and benefits of dual agenda organizational change
(Bailyn, 2003; Bailyn, Fletcher, & Kolb, 1997; Bailyn & Harrington, 2004; Kolb, Merrill-
Sands, & Burke, 1999; Rapoport, Bailyn, Fletcher, & Pruitt, 2002; Rayman et al., 1999). Dual
agenda refers to the notion that work can be designed to jointly support effectiveness at work
and also effectiveness at home. Such behaviors require big-picture thinking that considers the
implementation of support for family in the context of existing policies and practices. Creative
work-family management, in its essence, refers to “win-win” actions where the supervisor ini-
tiates new ways to restructure work that are sensitive to both employee and company needs.

Existing Measures of Supervisor Support

Given our review of the four critical subordinate dimensions of FSSB that we argue
should be part of any measure of supervisor support for family, we argue here that existing
measures are clearly deficient, as most contain only the dimension of supervisor emotional
support and only one measure also includes instrumental support (see Table 1). We know of
no scales that include the dimensions of role modeling behaviors or creative work-family
management. We see these dimensions as critical to the multidimensional construct of FSSB,
as they involve managers proactively embracing work-family issues at both the personal role
level as well as the managerial role level.
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In reviewing existing measures of supervisor support, it is important to clarify that
although general measures of emotional supervisor support exist (e.g., Caplan, Cobb,
French, Harrison, & Pinneau, 1975; House, 1981; Yoon & Lim, 1999), we are focusing here
on measures of supervisor support for family. Hammer et al. (2007) identified five existing
measures of supervisor support for family (Clark, 2001; Fernandez, 1986; Galinsky, Hughes,
& Shinn, 1986; Kossek & Nichol, 1992; Shinn, Wong, Simko, & Ortiz-Torres, 1989). In
addition, the managerial support dimension of the Thompson et al. (1999) measure of work-
family culture has been used as a measure of family supportive supervision and is an
example of how the operationalization of the two constructs (work-family culture and fam-
ily supportive supervision) have been confounded with one another. All but one of these
scales is a unidimensional measure of emotional supervisor support. The Shinn et al. (1989)
measure is an exception and appears to have items that mostly assess the instrumental
dimension of supervisor support, however, there is at least one emotional support item in the
scale, as well. To our knowledge, this is the only measure of family supportive supervisory
behaviors in the literature and has been used by several work-family scholars (i.e., T. D.
Allen, 2001; Frye & Breaugh, 2004; Thomas & Ganster, 1995). In addition, none of these
measures appear to be systematically developed or validated using confirmatory factor ana-
lytic methods, including the Shinn et al. (1989) measure.

Criterion deficiency and contamination. We argue that these prior measures of family
supportive supervision suffer from both criterion deficiency and criterion contamination.
Specifically, prior measures of supervisor support do not capture all of the critical dimen-
sions of family supportive supervision and, thus, are deficient. In addition, at least one of the
measures of supervisor support for family is contaminated with items that measure work-
family culture (e.g., Thompson et al., 1999). Thus, even if confirmatory factor analyses were
conducted on prior measures, we argue that the measures are deficient as they do not
contain all relevant dimensions of supervisor support for family, and at least one measure is
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Table 1
Cross-Tabulation of Family Supportive Supervisor

Behaviors (FSSB) by Measurement Instruments

FSSB Scale Dimension

Family Supportive Emotional Role Instrumental Creative Work-Family
Supervisor Measure Support Modeling Support Management

Clark, 2001 x
Fernandez, 1986 x
Galinsky, Hughes, & Shinn, 1986 x
Kossek & Nichol, 1992 x
Shinn, Wong, Simko, x x

& Ortiz-Torres, 1989
Thompson, x

Beauvais, & Lyness, 1999
Hammer et al. (this article) x x x x
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contaminated with items that assess another construct, suggesting that the utility of any fac-
tor analyses on these measures would be limited. Therefore, we argue that there is a clear
need for a measure that accurately depicts the full content domain of FSSB and that this mea-
sure would have both practical and theoretical value.

Summary

In summary, we propose that FSSB is a superordinate construct made up of the subordi-
nate constructs of emotional support, role modeling behaviors, instrumental support, and
creative work-family management, similar to the structure of personality or job satisfaction
(Edwards, 2001). We ultimately expect that, overall, FSSB will be negatively related to both
work-to-family conflict and family-to-work conflict. We also expect that FSSB will be pos-
itively related to job satisfaction and negatively related to turnover intentions. In addition, we
expect that FSSB will significantly predict these noted outcomes over and above existing
measures of supervisor support, thus demonstrating incremental validity of our new mea-
sure. This research involves two studies: one to develop the measure of FSSB and the other
to validate the measure.

Study 1: FSSB Subordinate Construct Development

Focus Group/Item Development

Using a sample from a grocery store chain in the Northeastern United States, we conducted
four focus groups with employees and supervisors separately, and four individual interviews
with district managers, to identify critical supervisory behaviors that were representative of
being family supportive. Based on this information, items for the FSSB measure were devel-
oped deductively from theory as articulated in the above sections and inductively from qual-
itative interviews. We conducted a content analysis of the data using an open-coding approach
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998) to identify, categorize, and describe phenomena found in the focus
group and individual interview transcripts. Survey items were generated and grouped into the
appropriate supervisor supportive subordinate construct (i.e., emotional, instrumental, role
modeling, or creative work-family management). A total of 28 items was identified by the
team to represent the four dimensions of FSSB identified through our inductive (qualitative
data) and deductive (literature and theory review) processes. The items were then reviewed by
subject matter experts from the human resources department of a university in the Pacific
Northwest, and several of the items were reworded for clarity based on their feedback. These
items were assessed using a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

Sample and Procedure

A Web survey was distributed to all classified staff (N = 585) (i.e., administrative posi-
tions, facilities and planning, public safety, health services, and research and accounting
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departments) at a university in the Pacific Northwest. A total of 148 people responded to the
survey for a response rate of 27%. Although this response rate is less than what would have
been desired, this is consistent with the mean response rate found in a meta-analysis of Web-
based survey response rates, which was 34.6% with a standard deviation of 15.7% (Cook,
Heath, & Thompson, 2000). For the analyses, we selected a subset (N = 123) of the sample
that had family responsibilities (e.g., lived with a partner, had children, or cared for an aging
parent). Survey completion was voluntary and anonymous, and the study was described to
participants as research designed to examine their views on work and family issues.
Participants were offered the opportunity to enter a drawing for one $100 gift certificate for
a local department store.

Analyses and Results

We followed a two-stage process in the psychometric evaluation of the 28 items. In the
first step, we employed conventional item analysis techniques to identify poorly performing
items (M. J. Allen & Yen, 2002; Waltz, Strickland, & Lenz, 1991). In the second step, we
performed exploratory factor analyses on the items in each subordinate dimension retained
after the item analysis.

Multiple criteria were used in the item analysis to evaluate the psychometric properties of
the 28 items. Frequencies, standard deviations, interitem correlations, item-total correlations,
alpha if item deleted, item discriminations, and item difficulties were computed. As described
by M. J. Allen and Yen (2002), item difficulties for Likert-type scales can be computed as the
percentage of respondents endorsing the item (e.g., indicating that they agree or strongly
agree). Item discriminations were computed by calculating the difference in item difficulty
between participants scoring in the upper 33% on the dimension and those scoring in the
lower 33% (M. J. Allen & Yen, 2002). Items were considered good if (a) less than 10% of
respondents marked “not applicable,” (b) items showed strong to moderate correlations with
the other items within their subordinate dimension and lower correlations with the items in
other subordinate dimensions, (c) item total correlations with dimension were above .60, (d)
Cronbach’s alpha did not decrease more than .03 points and remained above .70, (e) item dif-
ficulties were between .30 and .70, and (f) item discriminations were above .30 (M. J. Allen
& Yen, 2002; Waltz et al., 1991). The 28-item measure was refined based on the above analy-
ses and resulted in a total of 18 items with the following subordinate dimensions: emotional
support (5 items, alpha = .92), role modeling behaviors (3 items, alpha = .97), instrumental
support (4 items, alpha = .88), and creative work-family management (6 items, alpha = .92).

It is unfortunate that this sample was not large enough to conduct a confirmatory or
exploratory factor analysis on all 18 items of the superordinate FSSB measure with confidence.
With 18 items and 4 correlated subordinate constructs, there are 18 factor loadings, 18 error
variances, and 6 factor correlations for a total of 42 model parameters (we fixed the 4 factor
variances to unity for model identification). Thus, the ratio of participants to model parame-
ters is 123/42 = 2.93. This ratio was too small for confirmatory analyses and we chose to con-
duct confirmatory factor analyses based on our larger sample in Study 2. Instead, we conducted
a separate exploratory factor analysis on each dimension using principle axis factoring. For
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each exploratory factor analysis, we evaluated the item dimensionality using Scree plots, item
quality using item communalities and factor loadings, and model adequacy using the percent-
age of total variance explained. The initial solutions for all four of the dimensions (emotional
support, role modeling behaviors, instrumental support, and creative work-life management)
produced Scree plots suggesting the extraction of one factor with an eigenvalue greater than 1.
The items for all four subordinate dimensions had adequate communalities: greater than .62 for
the factor of emotional support, .83 for role modeling behaviors, .50 for instrumental support,
and .46 for work-family creative management with the factors explaining total variance of
71.09%, 91.39%, 65.89%, and 67.96%, respectively. The factor loadings for each subdimen-
sion were also sufficiently large: greater than .79 for the factor of emotional support, .91 for
role modeling behaviors, .70 for instrumental support, and .67 for work-family creative man-
agement. Cronbach’s alpha was above .88 for all dimensions. This 18-item measure was used
in the larger Study 2 described below.

Study 2: FSSB Superordinate Construct Validation

The purposes of Study 2 were threefold. First, we sought to evaluate the psychometric
properties of the multidimensional, multilevel FSSB scale using a second-order factor analy-
sis. Second, we sought to provide construct validity evidence for FSSB by relating the scores
to scores from measures of similar constructs (convergent validity) and to scores on impor-
tant outcome variables in the work-family literature (criterion-oriented validity). Third,
given that there are existing measures of similar constructs, we sought to explore whether
FSSB scale scores have additional predictive utility for these outcomes over and above these
existing measures (incremental validity).

Sample and Procedure

Data were collected in 12 stores of a grocery store chain in the Midwestern United States
as part of a larger study of work and family. Each store had at least 1 store manager and from
1 to 9 additional supervisors/department heads. The number of employees per store varied,
ranging from 30 to 90. A total of 360 employees and 79 supervisors agreed to participate in
the study on company time and each received a $25 gift card from the researchers. Surveys
were administered individually in a face-to-face interview and the researchers helped inter-
pret the survey questions when needed. The employees and supervisors completed almost
identical survey instruments. The larger interview was made up of 196 survey-type questions
and lasted between 35 and 50 minutes on average. This process led to virtually no missing
data. Data were typically collected in managers’ offices or in break rooms of the stores to
give each participant as much privacy as possible.

Of the total 360 employees who participated in the survey, 27% or 97 were men and 73%
or 262 were women. Approximately 92% were White with a mean age of 38 years. In terms
of relationship demographics, 55% reported being married or living as married, 41% had
children living at home, 16% were providing care for another adult, and 9% were providing
care for a child and an adult.
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Measures

Family supportive supervisor behaviors. This 18-item multidimensional scale included
the items identified as useful in Study 1, representing each of four dimensions (emotional
support, instrumental support, role modeling behaviors, and creative work-family manage-
ment). Items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) (see Table
2 for final validated scale).

Supervisor support and supervisor support behaviors. The construct of general supervi-
sor support was measured with a three-item scale (Yoon & Lim, 1999). A sample item is,
“My supervisor is willing to listen to my job-related problems.” Reliability for this scale was
estimated at .82. Supervisor support behaviors were assessed with a nine-item scale (Shinn
et al., 1989). A sample item is, “Switched schedules (hours, overtime hours, vacation) to
accommodate my family responsibilities.” Reliability for this scale was estimated at .73.
Items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Work-family conflict. The construct of work-family conflict was measured in two directions
(work-to-family and family-to-work) with a total of 10 items (Netemeyer, Boles, &
McMurrian, 1996). A sample item is, “The demands of my work interfere with my home and
family life.” Reliability for work-to-family conflict was estimated at .87, and at .85 for family-
to-work conflict. Items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

Work-family positive spillover. Affective work-family positive spillover was assessed in
both directions (work-to-family and family-to-work) with eight items (Hanson, Hammer, &
Colton, 2006). A sample item is, “Being in a positive mood at work helps me to be in a pos-
itive mood at home.” Reliability of the work-to-family positive spillover scale was .86 and
for the family-to-work direction, .92. Items were rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 5 (strongly agree).

Job satisfaction and turnover intentions. Job satisfaction was measured with a five-item
scale (Hackman & Oldham, 1975). A sample item is, “Generally speaking, I am very satis-
fied with this job.” Reliability for this scale was estimated to be .80. Employee intentions to
quit their job were measured with a two-item scale (Boroff & Lewin, 1997). A sample item
is, “I am seriously considering quitting this company for an alternate employer.” Reliability
for this scale was .87.

Analyses

Given the hierarchical data structure (i.e., employees nested within supervisors), all reported
statistical analyses employed multilevel models unless otherwise noted. In the assessment of
the FSSB factor structure, a multilevel confirmatory factor analysis (MLCFA) was conducted
with Mplus 4.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 2006) using estimation methods that account for item non-
response and nonnormality. Because our focus was only the latent structure of associate
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Table 2
Factor Loadings and Error Variances for a Multilevel

Second-Order Confirmatory Factor Analysis Model for the
Family Supportive Supervisor Behaviors (FSSB) From Study 2

Factor Item/Factor Loading (SE) Error Variance (SE)

Emotional 1. My supervisor is willing to listen to my 1.00 .30 (.04)
support problems in juggling work and nonwork life.

2. My supervisor takes the time to learn 1.02 (.06) .39 (.05)
about my personal needs.

3. My supervisor makes me feel comfortable 1.16 (.06) .25 (.04)
talking to him or her about my conflicts
between work and nonwork.

4. My supervisor and I can talk effectively 1.14 (.06) .18 (.03)
to solve conflicts between work and
nonwork issues.

Instrumental 5. I can depend on my supervisor to help me 1.00 .53 (.05)
support with scheduling conflicts if I need it.

6. I can rely on my supervisor to make sure .88 (.11) .55 (.05)
my work responsibilities are handled when
I have unanticipated nonwork demands.

7. My supervisor works effectively with 1.30 (.14) .22 (.04)
workers to creatively solve conflicts
between work and nonwork.

Role model 8. My supervisor is a good role model for 1.00 .27 (.04)
work and nonwork balance.

9. My supervisor demonstrates effective .93 (.04) .22 (.03)
behaviors in how to juggle work and
nonwork balance.

10. My supervisor demonstrates how .77 (.06) .29 (.04)
a person can jointly be successful
on and off the job.

Creative 11. My supervisor thinks about how the 1.00 .30 (.03)
work-family work in my department can be organized
management to jointly benefit employees and the company.

12. My supervisor asks for suggestions to 1.04 (.07) .50 (.05)
make it easier for employees to balance
work and nonwork demands.

13. My supervisor is creative in reallocating 1.16 (.07) .41 (.05)
job duties to help my department work
better as a team.

14. My supervisor is able to manage the 1.11 (.07) .34 (.04)
department as a whole team to enable
everyone’s needs to be met.

Second-order emotional support 1.00 .18 (.03)
factor instrumental support .99 (.10) .01 (.02)

role modeling behaviors 1.18 (.08) .15 (.03)
creative work-family management 1.08 (.08) .07 (.02)
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responses to FSSB items, a saturated latent covariance structure was specified at the supervi-
sor level of the data structure. Given the complexity of MLCFA, we first conducted several sug-
gested preliminary analyses (Grilli & Rampichini, 2007; Heck & Thomas, 2000) to assess
whether a multilevel approach was needed and to identify measurement structure problems.
For brevity, we only report the important findings from these preliminary analyses. Reliability
estimates for the FSSB scores were computed based on the within-supervisor covariance
matrix provided by Mplus using the standard formula for computing Cronbach’s coefficient
alpha based on the number of items and the item variances and covariances (e.g., McDonald,
1999, Eq. 6.28).

Analyses pertaining to evidence of construct, criterion-oriented, and incremental validity
were also conducted using Mplus. Convergent validity evidence was based on within-
supervisor correlations between scores on the FSSB and scores on the measures of general
supervisor support and supervisor supportive behaviors. Criterion-oriented validity evidence
was based on multilevel regression analyses predicting important work-family outcomes (i.e.,
work-family conflict, positive spillover, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions) from FSSB
scores. Incremental validity evidence was based on multilevel regression analyses similar to
the preceding but also including as predictors the measures of general supervisor support and
supervisor supportive behavior, thus controlling for their effects on these outcomes.

Results

Table 3 provides descriptive statistics, bivariate correlations, and reliability estimates for
the variables in this study. For the assessment of statistical significance in the analyses that
follow, α = .05 was used as the criterion.

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Preliminary analyses to the MLCFA were based on (a) exploratory and confirmatory fac-
tor analyses ignoring the data nesting structure to identify potential problems in the mea-
surement structure and (b) univariate multilevel model analyses for the 18 FSSB items to
assess whether the magnitude of associate response dependency on their supervisors neces-
sitated a multilevel approach. The results of the preliminary factor analyses suggested that
four items did not correlate well with the other items within their FSSB dimensions and the
factors representing those dimensions. Inspection of these four item stems suggested a lack
of conceptual clarity in these items. Therefore, the analyses that follow involve only the
remaining 14 of the 18 FSSB items (see Table 2). No other problems were detected. The
results of the preliminary univariate multilevel analyses indicated that most of the remaining
14 items exhibited significant variance in item responses across supervisors with intraclass
correlations (ICCs) ranging from .01 to .13 (Mdn = .10). These results suggest that this
dependency should not be ignored even though some items exhibited small ICCs.

The MLCFA specified a second-order factor model where the four first-order factors
loaded onto a single second-order factor to test whether the associations among the four
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dimensions are explained by a single second-order factor. Items were specified to load only
onto their respective FSSB dimension factor and all error variances were specified as uncor-
related. This second-order confirmatory factor analysis model fit the data well, χ2(178, N =
360) = 294.92, p < .001, comparative fit index = .97, root mean square error of approxima-
tion = .04, standardized root mean square residual = .05. Table 2 provides the factor loadings
and error variance (along with their standard errors) estimated from this model. All factor
loadings for the first-order and second-order factors were statistically significant as were all
of the error variances except for the instrumental support first-order factor, which was posi-
tive but nonsignificant (p = .71). The standardized factor loadings for the second-order fac-
tor were strong, ranging from .82 for the emotional support factor to .99 for the instrumental
support factor. Thus, the second-order multilevel factor structure fit the data well, which sup-
ports the use of a single total scale score to represent the four FSSB subordinate dimensions.

FSSB Reliability

The reliability estimate for the total FSSB score was .94, exceeding levels deemed accept-
able for use in research (cf. Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Reliability estimates were .90, .73,
.86, and .86 for the emotional support, instrumental support, role modeling behaviors, and
creative work-family management scales, respectively.

FSSB Validity

Convergent validity. To provide evidence of convergent validity, scale scores for the over-
all FSSB measure were correlated with scores on Yoon and Lim’s (1999) measure of general
supervisor support and the Shinn et al. (1989) measure of supervisor support behaviors. As
displayed in Table 3, FSSB scores correlated positively and significantly with these two mea-
sures (i.e., r = .74 and r = .68, respectively). The magnitudes of these correlations suggest a
strong conceptual overlap in these construct subdimensions and, therefore, provide evidence
of convergent validity.

Criterion-related validity. To provide evidence of criterion-related validity, FSSB scores
were used as predictors of six important work-family and job outcomes (i.e., work-family
conflict, family-work conflict, work-family positive spillover, family-work positive
spillover, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions). In these multilevel regression models, the
number of hours worked and the number of children living at home were included as con-
trol variables, given their potential effect on these outcomes. FSSB was significantly and
negatively related to work-family conflict [β = –.31, 95% CI(–.44, –.19)] and turnover inten-
tions [β = –.46, 95% CI(–.62, –.30)] and positively related to work-family positive spillover
[β = .10, 95% CI(.01, .19)], family-work positive spillover [β = .19, 95% CI(.10, .28)], and
job satisfaction [β = .42, 95% CI(.33, .51)], but FSSB was not significantly related to
family-work conflict [β = –.01, 95% CI(–.10, .07)]. Thus, FSSB scores have significant cri-
terion validity with respect to three of these four important outcomes.
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Incremental validity. It is important to assess whether FSSB scores have significant incre-
mental validity in the prediction of work-family and job outcomes over and above existing
measures of supervisor support. Toward this aim, FSSB scores were used as predictors of
work-family conflict, family-work conflict, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions using
multilevel random intercepts-only regression models for the associate level data nested
within supervisors. In these multilevel regression models, scores from measures of general
supervisor support (Yoon & Lim, 1999) and supervisor support behaviors (Shinn et al.,
1989) were used as control variables in addition to the number of hours worked and the
number of children. Controlling for these variables, FSSB scores were significantly and neg-
atively related to work-family conflict [β = –.37, 95% CI(–.60, –.15)] and turnover intentions
[β = –.45, 95% CI(–.72, –.18)], significantly and positively related to job satisfaction [β =
.44, 95% CI(.29, .59)], but not significantly related to family-work conflict [β = –.01, 95%
CI(–.10, .07)], work-family positive spillover [β = .10, 95% CI(.01, .19)], and family-work
positive spillover [β = .19, 95% CI(.10, .28)]. Thus, FSSB scores have significant incremen-
tal validity in the prediction of work-family conflict, job satisfaction, and turnover intentions
when controlling for scores on the two existing measures of supervisor support, hours
worked, and number of children living at home.

Discussion

Building on the work of Hammer et al. (2007) and Kossek et al. (2007), we developed
and validated the multidimensional construct of FSSB. We conceptualized FSSB as hierar-
chically structured with four subordinate dimensions (Edwards, 2001). These extend tradi-
tional emotional support and instrumental support dimensions typically found in general
supervisor support measures and introduce role modeling behaviors and creative work-
family management dimensions. We partialled out unique variance due to supervisors in
employee reports of FSSB by conducting MLCFAs and provided construct, criterion-related,
and incremental validity evidence. FSSB demonstrated incremental validity over and above
general measures of supervisor support not only in predicting work-family related outcomes
but also in predicting more general outcomes such as job satisfaction and turnover intentions.

Our FSSB measure contributes to research and practice in the following ways. First, we
show that FSSB is a distinct construct from general supervisor support. Supervisors can be
supportive of employees doing their job and not necessarily supportive of family. FSSB
assesses employee perceptions of supervisors’ behavioral support for integrating work and
family. Further research on how supervisor support links to work-family conflict and other
job outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction, turnover) should include both general supervisor support
measures and FSSB, as they are distinct constructs with differential prediction.

Second, our study fills an important practice gap by helping managers clarify what behav-
iors are seen as family supportive, thereby reducing ambiguity about how to implement fam-
ily support. Effective policies and practices that address work-family issues and the changing
needs and demographics of the work force are still relatively new in organizations. Managers
and employers need tangible examples of how they can change supervision and cultures to
meet the changing needs of the workforce. Our measure helps begin this path toward changing
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organizations in terms of specific supervisor behaviors that provide more family supportive
interactions with employees. Training and leadership development could incorporate the FSSB
in measurement and feedback. Furthermore, our measure can be used in managerial practices
and the development of interventions for organizational change. Change efforts can be
designed that build on increasing supervisors’ understanding of how family support relates to
general support. Behaviors and incentives can be put into place to increase supervisor motiva-
tion to show these behaviors. Many workplaces have not been as successful as they would like
in increasing supervisor support for family (Kossek, 2006).

Third, our measure attempts to specifically focus on supervisor support independent of
organizational level work-family climate and culture. Some prior measures have confounded
these two concepts (cf. Thompson et al., 1999). Our measure will help studies to better
assess support for family at the direct supervisor level and be able to differentiate this sup-
port from more general organizational level work-family culture. Researchers will now be
better able to understand whether supervisor support for family is an antecedent, outcome,
or subcomponent of work-family culture.

Finally, our measure, by focusing on supervisors, allows researchers to be able to validate
the importance of supervisor support as a unique construct beyond the adoption of formal
policies, in relation or organizational level culture. Adoption of policies is a necessary but
insufficient condition to reduce work-family conflict. It is not the policy alone that matters
on paper, but it is the way managers manage the borders of the policies in the departments
that matters most in ensuring employee well-being. Formal work-family supports and poli-
cies are not always available or feasible (Kelly et al., 2008); thus, there is a need to develop
informal supports such as supervisor support for family. We can use our measure to better
bridge understanding of formal and informal practices in organizations.

Further Research

Future studies are needed that replicate our multidimensional, multilevel FSSB measure in
a variety of contexts across occupations and cultures. Helping solve an hourly worker’s work-
family conflicts, such as working excessive overtime, is very different from a supervisor alle-
viating those of a professional teleworker who has problems managing child care in the home.
Further research needs to cross-validate the measure using different occupational samples
within the United States. Likewise, cross-validation is needed using different national
samples, given the differing values that cultures may place on the role of culture and hierar-
chy in solving work-family conflicts. Further research should also examine a broader array of
outcomes of FSSB (e.g., worker health and well-being) and predictors that help us understand
what supervisory characteristics and behaviors are related to higher levels of employee-
reported FSSB. Furthermore, given that our second-order FSSB factor was strongly correlated
with the first-order factor of instrumental support, we may not be able to distinguish these two
empirically. Thus, we suggest that further research continue to work on identifying other sub-
ordinate dimensions of FSSB that may help to alleviate this problem. Finally, further research
should focus on the development and evaluation of organizational interventions and training
programs that are based on the FSSB subordinate constructs of emotional support, instru-
mental support, role modeling behaviors, and creative work-life management.
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Understanding how to increase these supervisory behaviors in organizations will help
close the gap between existing rhetoric on employer support for work and family and the fact
that many employees of all backgrounds and generations are experiencing more tensions
between work and family life (Kossek & Distelberg, 2009).
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