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Abstract
Although previous research shows work-to-family conflict detracts from parenting 
time, extant literature offers little theoretical guidance or empirical data regarding 
when or why parents make up for time deficits created by work-to-family conflict. 
This study draws on action-regulation theory to examine when and under what con-
ditions parents are motivated to compensate for time-based work-to-family conflict 
events. Two experimental vignette studies show that parents sequence their work-
family responsibilities, and that sequencing is underpinned by motivation to com-
pensate for family time deficit. On days when work-to-family conflict occurs, par-
ents feel less obligated to interact with their adolescent children on that same day, 
but more obligated to interact with their adolescent children the following day, as 
compared to days with no work-to-family conflict. Further, we find evidence that 
future compensation efforts are largely explained by the motivating emotion of guilt. 
Study 2 findings further suggest that when partners contribute a higher portion of 
childcare labor, work-to-family conflict is less strongly tied to cognitive (perceptions 
of family goal attainment) and emotional (guilt) motivational states. Overall, our 
study reveals work-to-family conflict is but one experience in the motivational ebb 
and flow of managing goals to succeed at work and as a parent, and that couple-level 
norms can alter parent reactions to work-to-family conflict events.

Keywords  Work-family conflict · Parent–child activities · Goal sequencing · Action-
regulation · Guilt

Work is a major life domain that influences parenting practices (e.g., Barling & 
Mendelson, 1999; Belsky, 1984; Cho & Ciancetta, 2016). One of the most common 
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experiences studied among working parents is work-to-family conflict (or work 
interference with family, WIF), which occurs when work makes it difficult to meet 
family obligations (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Current theory and research largely 
approach the relationship between WIF and parenting behavior from a depletion per-
spective, such that parents whose work interferes more with their family tend to have 
less time and energy immediately available to engage in frequent and high quality 
parent–child interactions (e.g., Cho & Allen, 2012; French et al., 2016; Repetti & 
Wood, 1997).

The depletion lens places parents in a largely passive role, subject to WIF-
induced resource drain and struggling to engage in parenting amidst the demands 
of work. Yet, parents also have the capacity and motivation to make up for lost time 
and energy with their children (Cho & Allen, 2012; French et al., 2024). Each day 
parents must engage with their children to provide routine care and build warm, 
supportive relationships – objectives most parents are committed to despite various 
obstacles. In this way, parenting activities can be considered daily family perfor-
mance goals that working parents strive to meet in an effort towards fulfilling the 
super-ordinate goal of “being a good parent” (Hirschi et al., 2019, p. 157). By focus-
ing almost exclusively on how work depletes parenting, extant literature has all but 
overlooked parenting agency and motivation. This oversight leaves critical gaps in 
understanding when or why parents may want to compensate for parenting time and 
energy deficits stemming from work.

Drawing from a joint action-regulation perspective (Hirschi et  al., 2019), this 
study seeks to understand compensation mechanisms that explain how parent work 
experiences spillover to influence their next-day parenting interactions with adoles-
cent children on a day-to-day basis. We define compensation as a psychological pro-
cess of recognizing and making up for thwarted goal pursuits (e.g., due to lack of 
progress) by dedicating increased time and attention towards that goal in the future 
(Carver & Scheier, 1982; Hirschi et al., 2019).1 We also explore compensation as a 
joint process that is subject to alternative caregiver availability and division of labor 
norms within the family. Given the importance of parent-adolescent interactions for 
adolescent social, emotional, and career development (Soenens et al., 2019; Steiner 
et al., 2023), parents’ struggles to manage this important life domain due to decreas-
ing parental self-efficacy during their children’s adolescence (Glatz & Buchanan, 
2015), and the relative dearth of work-family research on parents of adolescents as 
compared to younger children (Matias & Recharte, 2020), we test our ideas within a 
sample of parents with adolescent children.

1  Compensation is also a strategy in the Selection, Optimization, and Compensation (SOC) life-manage-
ment theory (Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 2003; Freund & Baltes, 2002). Our definition of compensation 
is rooted in action-regulation theory (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Hirschi et al., 2019). Compensation, both 
in the context of SOC and action-regulation, occurs when there is a loss, and describes how individuals 
adapt or recuperate from such a loss. In SOC, compensation is tied to “means” (i.e., resource) loss, and 
compensation includes a broad array of strategies for earning back “means” (e.g., getting a hearing aid 
if hearing is lost, developing new resources of skills) to goal attainment. In our action-regulation based 
definition of compensation, the loss refers specifically to thwarted goal progress, and compensation is 
more narrowly focused on increasing time/energy to goal pursuit to make up for deficits in progress.
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This study extends the work-to-parenting spillover literature in several ways. 
First, we conceptualize parenting as a goal-directed action-regulation process, based 
on which we posit the relationship between WIF and obligation to engage in parent-
adolescent activities on a day-to-day basis (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Frese & Zapf, 
1994; Hirschi et al., 2019). In doing so, we show WIF can motivate future intentions 
to engage in parent-adolescent interactions (see also, Cunningham, 2011). Our study 
highlights compensation as a critical mechanism that explains why people sequence 
work and family goal pursuits (Hirschi et al., 2019). We position WIF as just one 
performance episode in the continuous management of work-parenting interface, 
rather than an end state to simply avoid. Finally, our motivational perspective high-
lights that the effect of WIF on parenting differs depending on the time frame (cur-
rent vs. future parenting behavior), a factor largely ignored by previous research 
(Mitchell & James, 2001; Shipp & Cole, 2015).

Second, we take a family-level perspective on work-to-parenting spillover by test-
ing daily partner availability and caregiving norms as modifiers of the relationship 
between WIF and felt obligation to engage in parenting interactions. Previous stud-
ies largely examined a single parent or parent–child dyad (e.g., Cho & Allen, 2012; 
Cooklin et al., 2016; MacEwen & Barling, 1991; Roeters et al., 2010, 2012; Stewart 
& Barling, 1996). Extant studies that examined two parents only explored additive 
effects (e.g., French et al., 2016; Roeters et al., 2009; Vieira et al., 2016a, 2016b; 
Vieira et  al., 2016a, 2016b) and/or compared findings across mothers and fathers 
(e.g., Almeida & McDonald, 1998; Barling et al., 1998; Bass et al., 2009; Cinamon 
et al., 2007; Matias et al., 2017b). Our study expands this research by incorporating 
family contextual factors that modify WIF’s motivating effects. In doing so, we pro-
vide a more complete and ecologically valid picture of the day-to-day implications 
of WIF in two-parent households.

Finally, our study uses an experimental vignette design to isolate day-to-day rela-
tionships between WIF and parenting behavior. This approach complements previ-
ous observational field studies on work-to-parenting spillover by striking a balance 
between improving internal validity (via experimental manipulations) and external 
validity (via high-fidelity scenarios presented to real working parents). Our within-
person approach also allows us to rule out potential alternative explanations (e.g., 
individual differences in caretaking preferences, extraneous daily factors), which 
might obfuscate interpretation of findings in observational studies. Furthermore, 
our research design is particularly strong in its ability to test and expand theory by 
illuminating cognitive and affective mechanisms that explain when and why parents 
feel the need to compensate for WIF (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014; Powell & Green-
haus, 2006).

Theory and Hypothesis Development

An Action‑Regulation Perspective on the Work‑Parenting Interface

According to the depletion perspective, meeting demands in one domain requires 
resource consumption, which then reduces resources available to meet demands in 
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the alternative domain (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 
2012). Applied to parenting, this rationale suggests that when parents’ time, energy, 
and affect at home are depleted by work, they have less time, energy, and affec-
tive resources to engage in frequent and high quality interactions with their children 
(Cho & Ciancetta, 2016; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Repetti et al., 2009). In sup-
port, the bulk of extant empirical evidence suggests parents with greater levels of 
WIF spend less time with their children and engage in poorer quality interactions 
(for reviews, see Cho & Ciancetta, 2016; Reimann et al., 2022), and that daily work 
demands are associated with less parent–child time and lower quality parenting 
behavior within the same day (e.g., Bass et al., 2009; Gassman-Pines, 2011; Repetti, 
1994; Repetti & Wood, 1997).

While clearly generative, this perspective on the work-parenting interface ignores 
the possibility that parents might adapt to, or make up for, lost resources particu-
larly when considering a longer time frame (Edwards, 1992; Hobfoll et al., 2018). 
For example, resource depletion in the short-term may motivate strategies or tactics 
that protect or replenish resources in the future (Hobfoll et al., 2018; Kreiner et al., 
2009). Additionally, division of labor research shows that within two-parent house-
holds, parents use strategies to jointly juggle work and family demands on a day-to-
day basis (e.g., Medved, 2004; Radcliffe & Cassell, 2014; Shockley et al., 2021).

To address these theoretical shortcomings, we adopt an action-regulation per-
spective on the work-parenting interface (Hirschi et  al., 2019). Action-regulation 
theory is derived from principles of self-regulation. Self-regulation theories collec-
tively posit that individuals strive towards superordinate goals, which manifest as 
striving towards lower-order task goals on a daily basis (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; 
Frese & Zapf, 1994; Johnson et al., 2006). For example, parents may have the super-
ordinate goal of “being a good parent” which manifests as meeting daily demands, 
or goals, to spend time in routine (e.g., cooking, chores) and interactive (e.g., lei-
sure, homework) activities with their children (e.g., Cho & Allen, 2012; Daly, 1996; 
Dryžaitė & Tereškinas, 2022; Milkie et al., 2019; Rutigliano et al., 2023).

Like the depletion perspective, action-regulation theory posits resources (e.g., 
time, energy) must be expended to meet goals. However, when resources are scarce, 
action-regulation theory posits that individuals are agentic, using goal-related strate-
gies to overcome barriers or replenish resources (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Hirschi et al., 
2019). This idea is similar to work on boundary or identity management, which 
posits individuals use tactics to juggle multiple, simultaneous demands (Dai et al., 
2024; Haun et al., 2022; Kreiner et al., 2009). When resources are scarce and can-
not be readily replenished, individuals will likely sequence goals, such that goals 
in one domain are attended to at the moment while efforts toward goals in another 
domain are paused (or “shielded”) and attended to at a later time (Carver & Scheier, 
1982; Hirschi et al., 2019). Kreiner et al. (2009) similarly outline “invoking triage” 
and “controlling work time” as a boundary management tactics in which individu-
als plan and prioritize their time to address urgent or important demands, with the 
intention of returning to other demands at a later point in time. Thus, in contrast 
to the depletion or resource drain logic, action-regulation theory posits that indi-
viduals who experience more WIF will actively continue to work towards their 
superordinate goal (“being a good parent”) by consciously planning to engage in 
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more parent-adolescent activities later (i.e., sequential accomplishment of different 
goals).2

Our study is particularly interested in the idea of sequencing as an action-regula-
tion strategy often enacted within couples (French et al., 2024; Hirschi et al., 2019). 
We expand on sequencing by suggesting that parents not only address parenting 
goals at a later time, but that there is a psychological, motivational drive to com-
pensate, or make up for, a perceived family goal deficit (cf. Carver & Scheier, 1982; 
Johnson et al., 2006). Compensation is theoretically novel in that it brings the issue 
of timing into the foreground. Time is a finite resource which is expended when 
completing daily tasks to meet work and family goals (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; 
ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). Time deficits are therefore commonly experi-
enced, where parents feel they are not spending “enough” time to meet their defini-
tion of a “good parent” (Daly, 1996; Harvey & Mukhopadhyay, 2007; Milkie et al., 
2004, 2019). When time at work creates this time deficit in parenting, we argue par-
ents are motivated to compensate by planning to allocate lost time towards family 
in the future (i.e., sequencing). Thus, we argue compensation is the psychological, 
motivational process that underlies and explains the use of sequencing over time to 
meet work and family goals. Such allocation would be difficult or improbable in the 
short-term, implying that sequencing as a strategy used to compensate for time defi-
cits necessarily occur across time.

WIF and Parent‑Adolescent Interactions

WIF is one of the most commonly studied work-family phenomena to-date (Allen 
& French, 2023). As presumed by its name, WIF is directional in nature such that 
work makes it difficult to meet family demands (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). The 
present study focuses on time-based WIF, which occurs when time spent at work 
makes it difficult to spend time with the family (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Hetrick 
et al., 2023). Time-based WIF is most appropriate for our interest in sequencing and 
compensation because time can be strategically allocated and pooled for future use 
(Hirschi et al., 2019). Parents think about and gauge their parenting success by how 
much time is spent with their children (Daly, 1996, 2001; Milkie et al., 2019). Thus, 
parents may be particularly attentive to time as an indicator of goal achievement, 
and motivated to strategically allocate time sequentially to meet goals in the long-
run, especially when time is scarce.

When time-based WIF occurs on a given day, by definition, time is allocated away 
from family and towards meeting current work goals. This time depletion at home 
reduces availability to interact with adolescents and meet daily parenting goals (e.g., 
Aarntzen et al., 2019; Cho & Allen, 2012; Cho & Ciancetta, 2016; Edwards & Roth-
bard, 2000; French et al., 2016; Gassman-Pines, 2011). Because spent time cannot 
be readily replenished, action-regulation theory argues that individuals are likely 

2  Action-regulation theory also posits individuals may totally disengage from a goal (Hirschi et  al., 
2019), but we suspect this is unlikely when it comes to the superordinate goal of “being a good parent” 
unless under extreme and rare circumstances.
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to engage in sequencing, such that parenting goals are consciously, temporarily set 
aside (Hirschi et al., 2019). We focus on felt obligation to engage with adolescents 
as our outcome of interest. The action regulation theoretical framework positions 
daily parent-adolescent activities as necessary to meet superordinate parenting goals 
(Hirschi et al., 2019). In other words, parents may feel parent-adolescent activities 
are a daily obligation, the fulfilment of which helps to meet their parenting goal.

In support, several studies suggest parents feel an obligation or sense of duty to 
engage in activities with their children (e.g., Daly, 1996; Milkie et al., 2019; Rutigli-
ano et  al., 2023). This felt obligation towards parent-adolescent activities occurs 
despite evidence that parent–child activities can be stressful and tiring (Daly, 2001; 
Meier et  al., 2016), including among parents of adolescents (Roeters & Gracia, 
2016). Moreover, the societal expectation of intensive parenting for both mothers 
and fathers creates a social and cultural obligation to engage with children (Fair-
cloth, 2014; Milkie et al., 2019). Such an obligation, however, will have to be tem-
porarily set aside when work takes precedence on some days. That is, within the 
same day, we expect that parents use sequencing action-regulation strategies when 
time-based WIF occurs, such that time-based WIF reduces parents’ felt obligation to 
engage with their adolescent children.

Hypothesis 1: WIF (day t) reduces parent-adolescent activity obligation within 
the same day (day t).

Applying action-regulation theory to work and parenting, when time spent at 
work reduces time spent in the family, individuals might perceive that their par-
enting obligations are unmet for the day. To make up for this deficit, parents may 
plan to devote increased time to parenting the following day, effectively sequenc-
ing their work and family responsibilities (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Hirschi et  al., 
2019). While others have written about the motivating potential of WIF (Cunning-
ham, 2011), empirical evidence is scant. Some research suggests WIF may be moti-
vating for parent–child activities or intentions to engage with children, especially 
among parents who feel guilty (Aarntzen et al., 2019; Cho & Allen, 2012). A recent 
daily study found fathers’ WIF was positively associated with next day engagement 
in routine parent-adolescent activities, but only when mothers were working; this 
pattern was not supported for mothers’ WIF (French et al., 2024). In sum, we posit 
parents who experience time-based WIF on a given day feel increased obligation to 
spend time with adolescent children the next day.

Hypothesis 2: WIF (day t) increases parent-adolescent activity obligation the next 
day (day t+1).

Caregiving Partners’ Role in Day‑to‑Day Parenting

We next consider how the family context affects day-to-day compensation in 
response to WIF (Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Action-regulation the-
ory posits that goals may be shared with others (Hirschi et  al., 2019). Within 
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two-parent households, caregiving goals are shared among partners (Shockley 
et  al., 2021), such that both parents are responsible for meeting daily caregiv-
ing goals. Two-parent households are also able to pool and jointly allocate time 
toward parenting (Cluley & Hecht, 2020; Harvey & Mukhopadhyay, 2007).

When partners “fill in” for one another, they help to reduce parenting goal dis-
crepancies by ensuring that, as a family unit, daily parenting goals are met. In this 
way, partners have the potential to reduce pressure to make up for lost parent-ado-
lescent time (Bryant & Zick, 1996; Davis et al., 2006; French et al., 2024). This 
partnered compensation might happen on a day-to-day basis that varies with part-
ners’ availability (e.g., daily decisions, Radcliffe & Cassell, 2014). Alternatively, 
partners may have certain norm for division of labor within the family, such that 
one parent regularly takes more responsibility for childrearing (e.g., anchoring 
decisions, Radcliffe & Cassell, 2014). In either case, when caregiving partners 
are available and expected to take on more daily childcare demands, it may alle-
viate pressure to compensate for their partner. Consequently, WIF will be less 
motivating, weakening positive relationships between WIF and felt obligation to 
engage in caregiving behaviors the following day. Alternatively, a lack of partner 
availability or high share of the burden for meeting childcare responsibilities can 
create more urgency or felt obligation to compensate for lost parenting time to 
ensure parenting goals are met (Hirschi et al., 2019).

Qualitative and quantitative work confirms that parents negotiate and share 
caregiving responsibilities, and that these negotiations are subject to couple 
members’ availability and couple-level norms (Cluley & Hecht, 2020; Livingston 
& Whan Ryu, 2020; Medved, 2004; Radcliffe & Cassell, 2014). Studies also find 
that as one partner’s work demands or WIF increase, their partners report greater 
time and quality of parenting activities (Cinamon et  al., 2007; Costigan et  al., 
2003; Matias et al., 2017a; Roeters et al., 2009; Vieira et al., 2016a, 2016b; Vieira 
et al., 2016a, 2016b). Our rationale directly replicates and extends the findings of 
French et al. (2024), whose results show father WIF is positively related to father-
adolescent routine activities on the following day only when mothers are working 
on that following day. Notably, their study found no direct link between mother 
WIF and next day mother-adolescent activities, and father daily work status was 
not a moderator for this link. Thus, overall, there is theoretical and empirical evi-
dence to suggest a parenting partner’s daily availability and couple-level caregiv-
ing norms can modify the extent that WIF induces feelings of obligation to make 
up for lost time with adolescents the next day.

Hypothesis 3: Partners’ work status the next day (day t+1) modifies the posi-
tive relationship between WIF (day t) and parent-adolescent activity obligation 
the next day (day t+1), such that the relationship is weaker when partners are 
not working compared to when they are working the next day (day t+1).
Hypothesis 4: Partners’ portion of childcare modifies the positive relationship 
between WIF (day t) and parent-adolescent activity obligation the next day 
(day t+1), such that the relationship weakens as partners take on more child-
care responsibilities.
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Study 1 and Study 2 Overview

To explore the compensation mechanism underlying work-to-parenting spillover, 
we conducted two experimental vignette studies. We used vignette experimental 
methodology due to its ability to establish causality, while holding confounds that 
occur in everyday life constant via random assignment (Aguinis & Bradley, 2014). 
The goal of Study 1 is to test Hypotheses 1–4. Study 2 constructively replicates and 
expands on Study 1’s test of Hypotheses 2–4 by explicitly examining goal striving 
mechanisms and by tweaking the methodology to increase statistical power and pre-
cision. All code, output, and supplementary materials are available on the study OSF 
website: https://​osf.​io/​s952n/?​view_​only=​734ff​9cc08​c7449​b9ef3​3208d​3f7ef​fb.

Study 1

Study 1 Method

Participants

Participants were recruited from Prolific, an online panel service commonly used 
in academic research. Eligible individuals resided in the U.S. or Canada, worked 
at least 30  h per week, had at least one biological adolescent child born between 
2003 and 2008, and were married to a partner in a heterosexual relationship. Out 
of 404 individuals who clicked on the survey link, 304 met the eligibility criteria 
and consented to participate. In addition, participants had to correctly respond to 
one bogus item and correctly respond to a manipulation check (“Was your spouse 
working tomorrow?”) for each vignette scenario to ensure attention. Duplicate IP 
addresses and locations were removed (56 participants removed). A final total of 
248 participants were eligible and passed quality controls (N = 992 within-person 
observations). In the final sample, 57.66% identified as men, 42.34% identified as 
women, and the average age was 42.21 years old. Participants worked in their cur-
rent organization for an average of 9.17 years and reported an average of 42.21 paid 
work hours per week. Participants’ partners worked an average of 36.94 h per week. 
Most participants (85.02%) and their partners (75.71%) worked standard daytime 
hours with a wide variety of job titles. The average number of children was two, and 
the average age of the first and second children were 16.01 and 13.45, respectively.

Procedure

Participants were first provided informed consent; participants indicted consent 
by continuing forward and completing the study.3 The vignette study design was 
informed by recommended best practices for experimental vignettes (Aguinis & 
Bradley, 2014) and using online participant pools for research (Aguinis et al., 2021; 

3  Study 1 and Study 2 were approved by Georgia Tech’s IRB under Protocol H21333.

https://osf.io/s952n/?view_only=734ff9cc08c7449b9ef33208d3f7effb
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Cheung et al., 2017). Vignettes described four situations where WIF did or did not 
occur and partners were or were not working the following day for a 2 × 2 within-
person design. We then asked about parent future attitudes towards caregiving 
behavior to directly test proposed action-regulation mechanisms (Table 1). We used 
a within-person design to control for individual differences and to maximize statisti-
cal power. Each participant received the four vignettes in which WIF occurred/did 
not occur today and partners were/were not working tomorrow for a 2 × 2 within-
person design (see Table 1). Vignette order was counterbalanced, creating 24 cells 
(4 × 3 × 2 × 1) in total.

All measures were completed via an online Qualtrics survey that took approxi-
mately 10–20  min to complete, and participants were compensated $5 for their 
participation. Participants received informed consent, followed by the four counter-
balanced vignettes. Following each vignette, participants were asked the depend-
ent measures (obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities today and tomor-
row), as well as manipulation checks to ensure participants read and understood the 
vignette conditions. Participants then completed several demographic questions and 
questions about their work and family lives generally.

Measures

See Table 1 for measure items.

Parent‑Adolescent Activities Obligation (Day t and Day t + 1)  Following each sce-
nario participants responded to the following study-developed question, “In this 
scenario, to what extent do you feel obligated to engage in the following behaviors 
with your adolescent child(ren) today?” (i.e., on day t). Participants were asked the 
same question regarding obligation “tomorrow” (i.e., on day t + 1). For both today 
and tomorrow, participants indicated obligation to engage in (1) routine activities 
and in (2) interactive activities on a five-point scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 
5 = a lot. Items were study-developed based on activities in Cho and Allen’s (2012) 
scale to create a concise measure. The routine and interactive items were aver-
aged to create two parent-adolescent activities composites, one referencing “today” 
(day t, ωwithin = 0.89, ωbetween = 0.91) and one referencing “tomorrow” (day t + 1, 
ωwithin = 0.91, ωbetween = 0.91).4

Partner Portion of Childcare  Participants responded to the study-developed item, 
“Currently, what percentage of childcare tasks does your spouse actually perform,” 
on a scale ranging from 0 to 100.

Manipulation Checks  Two manipulation checks were used to determine participants 
read and understood each vignette. One assessed perceived WIF levels, “To what 
extent did work make it difficult to meet your family demands today?” (i.e., on day 

4  For information on omega as a multilevel reliability estimate, see Geldhof et al. (2014).
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t) on a scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 5 = a lot. A second item assessed partner 
work status tomorrow, “Tomorrow, does your spouse work?” Participants responded 
0 = no or 1 = yes.

Materials

To create vignettes, we drew from previous work-family vignette studies in terms of 
design features and vignette content (Cinamon & Rich, 2002; Greenhaus & Powell, 
2003; River et al., 2019). We also reviewed daily diary data on negative work events 
(Bono et  al., 2013; Liu et  al., 2009) and qualitative and quantitative data on WIF 
episodes (French & Allen, 2020; Shockley & Allen, 2013, 2015) to identify com-
mon negative work events and WIF scenarios. Our final vignettes resemble several 
instances of real qualitative reports of work-family conflicts (e.g., grant writing team 
failed and had to pick up the slack, had to stay late and finish high workload, had too 
much work and pushed back picking up child from daycare). Full vignettes can be 
found in our online OSF materials.

Study 1 Results

Preliminary Analyses

Data were analyzed using R (R Core Team, 2022) – specifically, the lme4 pack-
age (Bates et  al., 2015). Within and between level correlations can be found in 
Table 2. Before conducting hypothesis tests, we used a 2 × 2 (WIF × partner work 
status) within-subjects ANOVA to determine whether participants rated WIF as 
higher when reading vignettes where WIF occurred compared to vignettes where 
WIF did not occur. There was a main effect of WIF condition (F(1,909) = 1268.40, 
p < 0.001), such that vignettes where WIF occurred were rated as more interfering 
(WIF occurred/partner working Mean = 3.93, SD = 1.05; WIF occurred/partner not 
working Mean = 3.83, SD = 0.99) than vignettes where WIF did not occur (WIF did 
not occur/partner working Mean = 2.06, SD = 0.99; WIF did not occur/partner not 
working Mean = 1.94, SD = 0.86). All participants correctly responded to the partner 
working status manipulation check to be included in the sample. A table of means 
and standard deviations by condition for all within-subjects variables is in Table 3 
(see also illustrative boxplots in Fig. 1).

Hypothesis Testing

We tested Hypotheses 1–3 by conducting two 2 × 2 (WIF × partner work status) 
within-subjects ANOVAs. Hypothesis 1 proposed WIF (day t) reduces obligation to 
engage in parent-adolescent activities on the same day (day t). On days with WIF, 
participants reported lower obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities on 
the same day (F(1,741) = 76.32, p < .001) compared to days without WIF. There was 
no main effect of partner work status (F(1,741) = 1.13, p = .29) or the interaction 
term (F(1, 741) = 0.33, p = .57).
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Hypothesis 3 posited that the relationship between WIF (day t) and obligation 
to engage in parent-adolescent activities the next day (day t + 1) is moderated by 
partner working status the next day (day t + 1). There was a significant main effect 
of both WIF (F(1,741) = 78.35, p < .001) and partner work status (F(1,741) = 27.41, 
p < .001). Supporting Hypothesis 2, parents felt more obligated to engage in parent-
adolescent activities the next day (day t + 1) when WIF (day t) occurred compared 
to when WIF (day t) did not occur. Parents also felt more obligated to engage in par-
ent-adolescent activities partners were working the next day (day t + 1) compared to 
when they were not. The interaction term, however, was only marginally significant 
(F(1,741) = 3.91, p = .07); therefore, Hypothesis 3 was not supported.

Hypothesis 4 posited the relationship between WIF (day t) and obligation to 
engage in parent-adolescent activities the next day (day t + 1) is modified by partner 
portion of childcare. We ran a mixed-effects linear model in which partner portion 
of childcare (at the between-person level) modified the within-person relationship 
between WIF (day t) and obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities the next 
day (day t + 1) (Winter, 2013). There was a significant main effect of WIF (unstand-
ardized estimate = -0.41, SE = 0.12, p < .001) again consistent with Hypothesis 2. 
However, there was not a main effect of partner portion of childcare (unstandard-
ized estimate = -0.003, SE = 0.003, p = .38), nor was there a significant interaction 
term (unstandardized estimate = -0.000, SE = 0.002, p = .92). Hypothesis 4 was not 
supported.

Supplementary Analysis: Parent Gender

Because caregiving and its meaning is gendered (Blair-Loy, 2005; Shockley & Shen, 
2016), we also explored whether the relationship between WIF occurrence and next 

Table 3   Study 1 (N = 248) and Study 2 (N = 543) Means and Standard Deviations by Condition using the 
Full Sample

WIF Work-to-family conflict

High WIF/
Partner 
Working

High WIF/
Partner Not 
Working

Low WIF/
Partner 
Working

Low WIF/
Partner Not 
Working

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Study 1
Parent-adolescent activities obligation (day t) 3.08 1.08 3.00 1.10 3.48 1.08 3.46 1.10
Parent-adolescent activities obligation (day 

t + 1)
3.72 1.05 3.56 1.11 3.38 1.06 3.05 1.11

Participant-rated WIF (day t) 3.93 1.05 3.83 0.99 2.06 0.99 1.94 0.86
Study 2
Parent-adolescent activities obligation (day 

t + 1)
3.25 1.05 3.14 1.03 2.94 1.07 2.87 1.07

Family goal attainment (day t) 2.71 1.11 2.72 1.18 4.20 0.74 4.22 0.72
Guilt (day t) 3.45 1.21 3.38 1.19 2.26 1.04 2.23 1.10
Participant-rated WIF (day t) 3.50 1.26 3.42 1.29 1.93 0.99 1.88 1.01
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day obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities was modified by parent gen-
der. We ran a mixed-effects linear model in which parent gender (at the between-per-
son level) modified the within-person relationship between WIF (day t) and obliga-
tion to engage in parent-adolescent activities the next day (day t + 1) (Winter, 2013). 
There was not a main effect of parent gender (unstandardized estimate = -0.038, 
SE = 0.122, p = .76), nor was there a significant interaction term (unstandardized 
estimate = 0.098, SE = 0.099, p = .32).

Fig. 1   Boxplots for parent-adolescent activity obligation on day t (today) and day t + 1 (tomorrow) across 
the four conditions in Study 1. Note. Red, dot-dashed lines represent group means
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Study 1 Discussion

Overall, our findings show parents intend to compensate for WIF by dedicating lost 
family time to parent-adolescent activities in the future. A critical finding is that 
timing matters for sequencing and compensation. Specifically, parents only felt obli-
gated to compensate for lost family time when thinking about the next day. Within 
the same day, parents felt less obligated to interact with their adolescents on days 
when WIF occurred compared to days when WIF did not occur. This overall pat-
tern lends support to the idea that parents are motivated to compensate for lost fam-
ily time, but that this motivational process takes place over time, underpinning the 
action-regulation strategy of sequencing (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Hirschi et  al., 
2019). We found no support for our hypotheses that partners alter intentions to com-
pensate based on their daily availability (work status) or couple parenting norms 
(i.e., portion of childcare performed). This finding lies in direct contrast to theoreti-
cal (Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Hirschi et al., 2019) and empirical work 
(e.g., Cluley & Hecht, 2020; Radcliffe & Cassell, 2014; Shockley et al., 2021) that 
suggests couples negotiate and juggle childcare responsibilities. Although the means 
across experimental groups suggest trends consistent with our hypotheses, the statis-
tical tests failed to reach significance.

Lack of support for the conditional effects may have been due to an under-pow-
ered study, as limited by the size of the eligible sample pool in Prolific. A post-hoc 
power analysis using the estimates from our study suggested 571 participants were 
needed to yield an 80% power rate (Guo et al., 2013). Additionally, our study did not 
test goal-striving mechanisms implied in our action-regulation rationale. Action-reg-
ulation theory positions parent-adolescent activities as daily goals that couples strive 
to meet, even in the face of WIF (Hirschi et al., 2019). A test of such mechanisms is 
particularly important given that our exploration of action-regulation and compensa-
tion as the underpinning motivational process is relatively novel.

Study 2

In Study 2, replicate and expand the compensation findings from Study 1 in 
two important ways. First, we explicitly test motivational compensation mecha-
nisms to show more clearly that sequencing is driven by a goal-directed process 
whereby parents strive to interact with their children on a day-to-day basis, even 
in the face of barriers due to WIF (Hirschi et  al., 2019). To our knowledge, no 
prior research has explicitly tested the idea that parent-adolescent activities are 
evaluated as daily family goals.

We argue that compensation occurs when goals are unmet. A necessary part of 
this process is goal monitoring, where people evaluate and detect possible discrep-
ancies between their goal state and their current state (Austin & Vancouver, 1996; 
Carver & Scheier, 1982). This discrepancy is cognitive in nature, in that individu-
als evaluate and recognize goal failure, which motivates future intentions (Carver & 
Scheier, 1982; Johnson et al., 2006). In the context of parenting, parents have daily 
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goals to engage with their adolescent children in an effort to be a good parent and 
fulfill their family goals. These goals are thwarted when work consumes time that 
would otherwise be spent with adolescents on a given day. Thus, based on theo-
retical ideas underlying action-regulation (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Hirschi et al., 2019), 
perceptions of family goal attainment (or lack thereof) ought to explain why WIF is 
associated with increased future obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities.

Hypothesis 5: WIF (day t) indirectly increases parent-adolescent activity obliga-
tion the next day (day t+1) via lower family goal attainment (day t).

Additionally, goal failure tends to generate negative emotions (Austin & Vancou-
ver, 1996; Grandey, 2008; Johnson et al., 2006). Guilt is an emotion identified as an 
outcome of WIF (Judge et al., 2006; Livingston & Judge, 2008), particularly among 
parents (Aarntzen et al., 2019; Cho & Allen, 2012; Guendouzi, 2006). Guilt occurs 
when individuals negatively evaluate their own behaviors, taking responsibility for 
a perceived failure to meet norms or goals (Baumeister et al., 1994; Tangney, 1990). 
Guilt has well-documented motivational qualities, such that individuals are driven 
to reduce feelings of guilt by repairing their “wrong doing” (Amodio et al., 2007; 
Baumeister et al., 1994; Tangney, 1990). In the context of family goals, this means 
parents who fail to spend typical time with family due to work might feel guilty 
(Borelli et  al., 2017; Chen & Cheng, 2023; Korabik, 2015; Livingston & Judge, 
2008; Martínez et al., 2011), motivating future intentions to compensate by spend-
ing time with adolescents the next day. Specific to parent-adolescent activities, stud-
ies find some support for guilt as a motivator, such that WIF is more weakly associ-
ated with parent–child activities at the between-person level for parents higher on 
trait-level guilt (Cho & Allen, 2012). Additionally, parents’ work-family guilt on a 
given day predicted intentions to spend more time and energy with their children the 
following day (Aarntzen et al., 2019).

Hypothesis 6: WIF (day t) indirectly increases parent-adolescent activity obliga-
tion the next day (day t+1) via increased guilt (day t).

We again posit parenting partners’ daily availability and couple-level caregiving 
norms modify the extent that WIF ultimately results in feeling obligated to engage with 
children the next day. There is some question as to where in the compensation process 
this moderation takes place. A first-stage moderation would occur if next day partner 
availability and having a partner who regularly performs a high portion of childcare 
alleviate overall family responsibility and thus the extent that WIF occurrence is per-
ceived as an impediment to family goals and a violation of parenting norms. Accord-
ingly, the relationship between WIF and cognitive (family goal attainment) and affective 
(guilt) motivational states would be weaker. A second-stage moderation would occur if 
available partners alleviate the need to act on motivational states (perceptions that fam-
ily goals were not attained and guilt), because the partner is able to step in and meet 
these goals. As a result, the relationship between cognitive (family goal attainment) and 
affective (guilt) motivational states and obligation to engage with adolescents would be 
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weaker when partners are not working the next day and when partners regularly provide 
a high portion of caregiving labor. Because we do not have strong theoretical or empiri-
cal guidance that points us towards either option, we explore both possibilities.

Hypothesis 7: Partner work status (day t+1) modifies the positive indirect rela-
tionship between WIF (day t) and parents’ felt obligation to engage with children 
the next day (day t+1), such that the relationship weakens when partners are not 
working compared to when partners are working the next day (day t+1).
Hypothesis 8: Couple division of labor modifies the positive indirect relationship 
between WIF (day t) and parents’ felt obligation to engage with children the next 
day (day t+1), such that the relationship weakens as partners take on more family 
labor responsibilities.

The second major way we extend Study 1 is by altering design to conceptually 
replicate Study 1 with increased power. To focus participants’ attention on the main 
day of interest and reduce fatigue, Study 2 assessed only next day anticipated atti-
tudes and behavior. We shifted the focus to “today” rather than “tomorrow” as day 
t + 1, to increase the immediacy of the decision. Study 2 also expanded our obligation 
to engage in parent-adolescent activities measure to include items that tap into self-
imposed effort expectations (should spend more effort) and family need for caregiv-
ing time (need to spend more time). Finally, we attempted to recruit a larger sample 
(at least 240 men, 240 women) to increase estimate precision and statistical power.

Study 2 Method

Participants

Participants were recruited through an online panel provided by Qualtrics. We used 
the same eligibility criteria as Study 1. Out of 4,404 individuals who clicked on the 
survey link, 1,713 met the eligibility criteria and consented to participate. To ensure 
sufficient attention, participants had to correctly respond to two bogus items, a lan-
guage check (“Which of the following words is most related to “moody?”), a culture 
check (“Name the punctuation mark at the end of this sentence.”), and a manipula-
tion check (“Was your spouse working tomorrow?”) for each vignette scenario. Par-
ticipants from duplicate locations and IP addresses were removed, and we screened 
responses to the question “Please briefly describe your job responsibilities” to omit 
nonsensical responses. Based on these quality control criteria, we removed 1,170 
participants. The final sample included 543 participants (N = 2,172 within-person 
observations). In the final sample, 48.43% identified as men, 51.57% identified as 
women, and the average age was 44.91. Participants worked in their current organi-
zation for an average of 11.30 years, and reported an average of 42.26 paid work 
hours per week. Partners worked an average of 38.60 h per week. Most participants 
(89.03%) and their partners (73.98%) worked standard daytime hours with a wide 
variety of job titles. The average number of children was two, and the average age of 
the first and second children were 15.68 and 12.60, respectively.
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Procedure

The experimental vignette design was identical to that of Study 1 (see Table 1). Qual-
trics determined payment for participation, which approximated minimum wage.

Measures

See Table 1 for measure items. Partner portion of childcare and manipulation check 
measures were identical to those used in Study 1.

Parent‑Adolescent Activity Obligation (Day t + 1)  Following each scenario, partici-
pants responded to the study-developed questions, “In this scenario, to what extent 
do you feel you need to spend more time on the following behaviors with your 
adolescent child(ren) today?” and “In this scenario, to what extent do you feel you 
should exert more effort in the following behaviors with your adolescent child(ren) 
today?” For each question, participants indicated obligation to engage in (1) routine 
and (2) interactive activities on a scale ranging from 1 = not at all to 5 = a lot. All 
four items were composited (ωwithin = 0.89, ωbetween = 0.99).

Family Goal Attainment (Day t)  Following each scenario, participants responded to 
the following study-developed question, “Yesterday, I met my goal to take care of 
my family” (day t). Participants responded on a scale ranging from 1 = strongly disa-
gree to 5 = strongly agree.

Guilt (Day t)  Following each scenario, participants responded to the following 
study-developed question, “Yesterday, I felt guilty” (day t). Participants responded 
on a scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree.

Materials

Vignettes were identical to those used in Study 1 except that the vignettes were 
reworded such that WIF (or lack thereof) occurred yesterday (day t), and partners 
worked (or did not work) today (day t + 1). Participants were only asked to rate their 
anticipated behaviors and attitudes today (day t + 1). We made this change in an 
effort to make the manipulation and day of interest more salient and focused as well 
as to reduce participant fatigue.

Study 2 Results

Preliminary Analyses

Means and standard deviations by condition for all within-subjects variables are 
in Table  3 and within and between level correlations are in Table  4. Before test-
ing the hypotheses, we used a 2 × 2 (WIF × partner work status) within-subjects 
ANOVA to determine whether participants rated vignettes in which WIF occurred 
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as higher in WIF than vignettes in which WIF did not occur. There was a main 
effect of WIF condition (F(1,1626) = 1422.52, p < .001), such that vignettes in 
which WIF occurred were rated as more interfering (WIF occurred/partner working 
Mean = 3.50, SD = 1.26; WIF occurred/partner not working Mean = 3.42, SD = 1.29) 
than vignettes in which WIF did not occur (WIF did not occur/partner work-
ing Mean = 1.93, SD = 1.01; WIF did not occur/partner not working Mean = 1.88, 
SD = 0.99). All participants correctly responded to the partner working status 
manipulation check in order to be included in the sample.

Hypothesis Testing

We used multilevel structural equation modeling (1-1-1). Because our hypotheses 
are exclusively at the within level, we ran an unconflated model in which all var-
iables were group-mean centered and modeled only at the within level (Preacher 
et al., 2010).5 Analyses were conducted in Mplus Version 8.6 using the Bayes esti-
mator (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). Slopes were specified as random. We tested all 
proposed mediators and moderators at the same time, to maintain parsimony in our 
approach and because we expect the mediators and moderators to operate simul-
taneously in real life. We computed the within-person interaction terms by multi-
plying our within-person predictor and moderator variables and adding interaction 
terms as predictors of their appropriate endogenous variables. We tested cross-level 

Table 4   Study 2 Correlations

* p < .05. **p < .01. Correlations below the diagonal are computed using mean-centered variables to esti-
mate within-person associations (N = 2,172). Correlations above the diagonal are computed using varia-
ble means to estimate between-person associations (N = 543). WIF work-to-family conflict. Gender coded 
as 1 = Man, 2 = Woman

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Parent-adolescent activities 
obligation (day t + 1)

3.05 0.08 .01 .22** .24** .07 .02 -.01

2. Family goal attainment 
(day t)

3.46 0.58 -.27** -.54** -.53** .13** -.11** -.04

3. Guilt (day t) 2.83 0.82 .29** -.71** .53** -.20** .28** -.11**
4. Participant-rated WIF 

(day t)
2.68 0.79 .28** -.73** .66** -.08 .09* .02

5. Partner portion of childcare 45.30 22.07 -.47** .08
6. Parent gender 1.52 0.50 -.16**
7. Parent age 44.91 7.12

5  A latent moderation approach using Bayesian estimation may produce the highest quality estimates 
(Asparouhov & Muthén, 2021; Kim & Hong, 2020). Moreover, latent centering may produce more 
accurate estimates than manual centering used for our unconflated model. We therefore also ran our 
model using latent centering and latent interactions (Asparouhov & Muthén, 2021; Kim & Hong, 2020; 
Preacher et al., 2016). Because WIF and partner work status conditions only varied within-person, they 
were specified as within variables. To aid convergence and to resolve a computational redundancy error, 
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interaction by regressing the random slopes on the between-person moderator. When 
interaction effects were statistically significant, we probed significance by graphing 
the simple effects at high (one standard deviation above the mean) and low (one 
standard deviation below the mean) values of the moderator (Aiken & West, 1991). 
Unstandardized direct effects are shown in Table 5.

Hypothesis 5 and 6 proposed WIF (day t) increases obligation to engage in par-
ent-adolescent activities the next day (day t + 1) through lower perceptions of met 
family goals (day t) and guilt (day t). The indirect relationship between WIF (day 
t) and obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities (day t + 1) through fam-
ily goal attainment (day t) was not statistically significant (unstandardized indi-
rect effect = 0.10, posterior SD = 0.06, 95% CI = [-0.01, 0.21]), although the rela-
tionship through guilt (day t) was statistically significant (unstandardized indirect 
effect = 0.14, posterior SD = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.24]). Thus, Hypothesis 5 was 
not supported, while Hypothesis 6 was supported.

Hypothesis 7 proposed partner work status the next day (day t + 1) moderates the 
indirect relationship between WIF (day t) and parent-adolescent activity obligation 
(day t + 1) via family goal attainment (day t) and guilt (day t), such that the relation-
ships are weaker when partners do not work the next day (day t + 1), compared to 
when they work. Regarding the first stage interactions, the interaction between WIF 
(day t) and partner work status (day t + 1) was not associated with family goal attain-
ment (day t) (unstandardized estimate = 0.02, posterior SD = 0.06, 95% CI = [-0.10, 
0.14]) or guilt (day t) (unstandardized estimate = 0.04, posterior SD = 0.06, 95% 
CI = [-0.09, 0.26]). Similarly regarding the second stage interactions, the interaction 
between family goal attainment (day t) and partner work status (day t + 1) and the 
interaction between guilt (day t) and partner work status (day t + 1) was not asso-
ciated with parent-adolescent activity obligation (family goal attainment unstand-
ardized estimate = 0.02, posterior SD = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.08, 0.12]; guilt unstand-
ardized estimate = 0.01, posterior SD = 0.06, 95% CI = [-0.12, 0.11]). Therefore, 
Hypothesis 7 was not supported.

Hypothesis 8 proposed partner portion of childcare buffers the indirect rela-
tionship between WIF (day t) and parent-adolescent activity obligation (day t + 1) 
via family goal attainment (day t) and guilt (day t), such that the relationships are 
weaker as partner portion of childcare increases. Regarding the first stage cross-
level interactions, partner portion of childcare predicted the random slope between 
WIF (day t) and family goal attainment (day t) (unstandardized estimate = 0.003, 

we tested latent interactions across four models. Our results replicated significant effects in the main 
analysis, and two additional hypotheses were supported. Hypothesis 5 was supported, as the indirect 
effect from WIF (day t) to obligation to engage in parent–child activities the next day (day t + 1) through 
family goal attainment (day t) was significant. Additionally, Hypothesis 8 was more strongly supported, 
as the second-stage cross-level interactions were statistically significant such that the association between 
both family goal attainment (day t) and guilt (day t) and parent-adolescent activity obligation (day t + 1) 
become weaker as partner portion of childcare increases. There was also statistically significant evidence 
of moderated mediation for both mediators, such that the indirect association between WIF (day t) and 
parent-adolescent activity obligation via both family goal attainment and guilt becomes weaker as part-
ner portion of childcare increases.

Footnote 5 (continued)
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posterior SD = 0.001, 95% CI = [0.001, 0.005]) and guilt (day t) (unstandardized 
estimate = -0.003, posterior SD = 0.001, 95% CI = [-0.005, -0.001]). Conditional 
direct effects show the negative association between WIF (day t) and family goal 
attainment (day t) becomes weaker as partner portion of childcare increases (1 SD 
above the mean estimate = -1.31, posterior SD = 0.08, 95% CI = [-1.46,-1.13]; 1 SD 
below the mean estimate = -1.44, posterior SD = 0.05, 95% CI = [-1.52, -1.34]; dif-
ference between estimates = -0.13, 95% CI = [-0.22, -0.04]). However, the indirect 
effect through family goal attainment was similar at high (indirect effect = 0.08, 
posterior SD = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.01, 0.18]) and low (indirect effect = 0.09, pos-
terior SD = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.01, 0.20]) levels of the moderator (difference 
between estimates = 0.01, 95% CI = [-0.01, 0.02]). Additionally, the positive asso-
ciation between WIF (day t) and guilt (day t) becomes weaker as partner portion 
of childcare increases (1 SD above the mean estimate = 0.95, posterior SD = 0.11, 
95% CI = [0.77, 1.13]; 1 SD below the mean estimate = 1.08, posterior SD = 0.06, 
95% CI = [0.98, 1.18], difference between estimates = 0.13, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.23]). 
The indirect effect through guilt was weaker at high (indirect effect = 0.12, poste-
rior SD = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.05, 0.20]) and low (indirect effect = 0.13, posterior 
SD = 0.04, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.23]) levels of the moderator (difference between esti-
mates = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.002, 0.04]). Neither of the second-stage cross-level inter-
actions were statistically significant. Thus, Hypothesis 8 received partial support, 
as the first stage of the mediation through both family goal attainment and guilt 
was weakened as partner portion of childcare increased, but only the indirect effect 
through guilt was modified.

Supplementary Analysis: Parent Gender

As in Study 1, we explore parent gender as a modifier for the proposed mediation 
in Study 2. We ran a multilevel structural equation model (1-1-1) entering only 
parent gender as an uncentered level two moderator of each path in our media-
tion. Analytical procedures followed those of our main hypothesis test.6 One of the 
four parent gender moderation effects emerged as statistically significant. Specifi-
cally, parent gender moderated the association between WIF (day t) and family goal 
attainment (day t). For both mothers and fathers, there was a statistically significant 
negative association between WIF (day t) and family goal attainment (day t) (mother 
unstandardized estimate = -1.45, posterior SD = 0.04, 95% CI = [-1.53, -1.37]; father 
unstandardized estimate = -1.55, posterior SD = 0.04, 95% CI = [-1.63, -1.47]), but 
this relationship was stronger for fathers compared to mothers (difference between 
estimates = -0.10, posterior SD = 0.05, 95% CI = [-0.19, -0.004]). Additionally, the 
positive indirect relationship from WIF (day t) to obligation to engage in parent-
adolescent activities (day t + 1) through family goal attainment (day t) was sig-
nificantly moderated by parent gender. For both mothers and fathers, this indirect 

6  We also replicated the supplementary analyses from Study 1, such that gender did not moderate the 
direct relationship between WIF (day t) and obligation to engage in parent-adolescent activities (day 
t + 1) (unstandardized estimate = -0.12, SE = 0.07, p = .07).
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effect was positive and significant (mother unstandardized estimate = 0.30, posterior 
SD = 0.12, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.53]; father unstandardized estimate = 0.32, posterior 
SD = 0.13, 95% CI = [0.07, 0.57]), but the indirect effect was stronger for fathers 
compared to mothers (difference between estimates = 0.02, posterior SD = 0.01, 95% 
CI = [0.000, 0.05]7). Notably, the magnitude of this difference is small. Overall, our 
findings suggest the path via family goal attainment is slightly stronger for fathers 
than mothers due to fathers more strongly seeing WIF as detrimental to family goal 
attainment; there were no gender differences for the indirect path via guilt.

Study 2 Discussion

Study 2 sought to replicate and extend Study 1 by (1) directly testing cognitive 
(family goal attainment) and affective (guilt) goal striving mechanisms and by (2) 
adjusting study design and increasing sample size to improve statistical power and 
precision. Consistent with Study 1, we find unequivocal support for the compensa-
tion mechanism, such that parents feel more obligated to spend time and effort with 
their adolescent children the day after they have experienced a time-based WIF. This 
compensation effect was explained primarily by feelings of guilt. On days when WIF 
occurs, parents emotionally perceive that they were not able to meet their responsi-
bilities, which motivates future compensation. Although WIF decreased perceptions 
of family goal attainment, family goal attainment was only supported as a mediator 
in supplementary analyses which did not account for all modifying factors.

Consistent with Study 1, we found no evidence that partner working status the 
next day changed either motivational cognitive and affective reactions to WIF or 
the relationships between motivational cognitive and affective states and felt obliga-
tion to engage with adolescents. We did, however, find strong evidence that typical 
partner childcare contributions modified the compensation process as hypothesized. 
When partners contribute a higher portion of childcare labor, WIF is less likely to 
engender feelings that family goals are unmet or feelings of guilt. Supplementary 
analyses also suggested these cognitive and affective motivational states may be less 
likely to produce a felt obligation to engage with children the next day when partners 
provide more childcare. Combined, our findings suggest compensation is a couple-
level work-family strategy that is enacted in the context of the caregiving unit.

General Discussion

This study sought to explore why and when parents engage in sequencing as an 
action-regulation strategy used by parents to manage their day-to-day work and 
parenting demands (Hirschi et  al., 2019). Across two experimental vignette stud-
ies we find that when time-based WIF occurs on a given day, parents feel obligated 

7  This confidence interval appears to include zero but is noted as statistically significant on our Mplus 
output. We assume this is due to rounding and if moving out another decimal place, the interval does not 
include zero.
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to spend increased time with their adolescent children the following day. We also 
found this obligation was motivated by feelings of guilt, with less evidence that it is 
motivated by cognitive evaluations of family goal achievement. We explored the role 
of daily partner availability and partner typical contributions to childcare as family 
context modifiers that weaken the felt need to compensate for WIF. Although not 
supported in Study 1, there is strong evidence in Study 2 that high typical partner 
contributions to childcare can reduce the motivational qualities of WIF.

Theoretical Implications

Our study supports and extends action-regulation theory and our understanding of 
sequencing as an action-regulation strategy enacted by parents in several important 
ways. We first show timing is critical for sequencing. Within-day work-to-family 
conflict is associated with reduced obligation to engage with children, consistent 
with typical depletion rationale which suggests time used by one domain becomes 
unavailable and will therefore reduce time in an alternative domain (Edwards & 
Rothbard, 2000; Krannitz et  al., 2015). Across days, parents have more time to 
strategically plan and allocate, and our results suggest they feel increased obliga-
tion to reallocate that time towards the family after WIF occurs. This conclusion 
aligns with those found in French et al.’s (2024) daily diary field sample of adoles-
cent fathers. Explicitly considering the role of time in compensation efforts helps 
to advance knowledge of the work-parenting interface by showing work and family 
performance episodes are linked across time, rather than simply documenting the 
within-person fluctuations of work and family performance.

We extend knowledge of sequencing by exploring compensation as the underly-
ing motivational mechanism that drives sequencing behavior. We derive compensa-
tion from the self-regulation perspective, which suggests we cognitively assess goal 
progress and are motivated to make up for goal deficits by changing goal-striving 
behavior in the future (Carver & Scheier, 1982; Johnson et al., 2006). Our data spe-
cifically suggest that when work creates a time debt at home, parents emotionally 
respond with guilt, which motivates felt obligation to make up for that debt the fol-
lowing day (see also, Aarntzen et al., 2019). In addition, in line with compensation 
as a cognitive process, we found WIF triggers cognitive (i.e., family goal attainment 
evaluation) mechanisms, although family goal attainment was only associated with 
obligation to engage with adolescents after removing other moderators in our model. 
In comparing the patterns for guilt and family goal attainment, we conclude that 
while parents cognitively and emotionally recognize WIF as creating a time deficit 
with their children, the emotional pull of guilt may be a stronger, or more consistent, 
motivator than cognitively recognizing that family goals are unmet.

Our study highlights work-family conflict as one part of a motivational process 
that ebbs and flows across time as individuals juggle their responsibilities (Cun-
ningham, 2011; French et  al., 2024). Framing WIF as a motivating experience is 
theoretically novel, as dominant perspectives position WIF exclusively as a nega-
tive stressor or strain experience (Allen & French, 2023; Cunningham, 2011). Our 
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motivational framing and focus on compensation shows why and when individuals 
might cope or adapt their circumstance to prevent resource loss spirals (Edwards, 
1992; Hobfoll et  al., 2018; Matthews et  al., 2016). This motivational and agentic 
perspective also points to convergence across action-regulation and boundary man-
agement literatures. Although one study finds no empirical connection between inte-
gration-segmentation strategies (Hirschi et al., 2022), other strategies used to build 
and maintain work and family boundaries (identity allocation, invoking triage, man-
aging time; Dai et al., 2024; Kreiner et al., 2009) appear to closely overlap with the 
ideas of sequencing and compensation. Approaching boundary management from a 
motivation framing like the one used in this study may help to unite these currently 
disparate literatures and better understand when and why people use certain bound-
ary management tactics.

Furthermore, we show compensation efforts that drive sequencing are con-
tingent on caregiving norms within the couple. Specifically, Study 2 suggested 
caregiving partners can decrease the motivational qualities of WIF when they 
typically take on more caregiving responsibilities. Our studies further suggest 
anchoring family routines affected the felt need to compensate for WIF, whereas 
day-to-day partner work status did not. Note that French et al. (2024) also investi-
gated daily caregiving availability as a modifier and found support among fathers 
(they did not explore caregiving norms). It may be that our vignette scenario is not 
sensitive enough to day-to-day variations in partner availability, such that indi-
viduals are overly optimistic about their ability to give care regardless of their 
partners’ availability. Caregiving norms on the other hand may be more salient, 
or powerful signals that alter the felt need to compensate even within a hypotheti-
cal scenario. Overall, we show day-to-day work-family management is a complex 
family-level task in which partners may modify one another’s parenting efforts. 
This perspective expands on previous work that largely focuses on parents’ addi-
tive effects of work-family conflict on parent–child outcomes (e.g., Roeters et al., 
2009; Vieira et  al., 2016a, 2016b). We also contribute theoretical and empirical 
specificity to action regulation theory (Hirschi et  al., 2019) by explicating how 
shared family labor norms alter sequencing efforts.

Finally, our supplementary analyses explored parent gender as a moderator to 
see if the motivational qualities of WIF may be equally felt by mothers and fathers. 
Largely, these analyses showed little differential effects across genders. In Study 
2, we find fathers more strongly felt family goals were unmet when WIF occurred 
compared to mothers, and therefore also felt more strongly obligated to engage 
with adolescents the following day. This finding is in some ways surprising, given 
that women often take on the majority of household labor and feel internalized and 
externalized pressure to be the primary caregiver for their children (Blair-Loy, 2005; 
Shockley & Shen, 2016; Shockley et  al., 2017). However, ample research suggest 
fathers’ work may be particularly likely to crossover and affect parenting because 
fathers’ caregiving is less scripted, more flexible, more noticeable, and less seg-
mented from work than mothers’ caregiving (e.g., Almeida et  al., 1999; French 
et al., 2016, 2024; Roeters & van Houdt, 2019; Shockley et al., 2017). It might also 
be that WIF is more normative or expected for mothers as compared to fathers. 
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Our work echoes this idea that fathers’ motivations to engage in caregiving is more 
strongly linked to WIF than mothers’ motivations.

Practical Implications

Our findings highlight working parents’ sense of childcare time deficits and their 
tendency to compensate for lost family time stem from episodes of WIF. Because 
perceptions of having too little time with their children can put a heavy toll on work-
ing parents’ wellbeing (Milkie et al., 2019), workplaces can employ family-friendly 
work design and supports in an effort to minimize time-based WIF (e.g., Barber & 
Santuzzi, 2015; French & Shockley, 2020; Kossek, 2006). Organizations and super-
visors could also help parents to use the sequencing strategy by scheduling work in 
predictable ebbs and flows, such that parents can better plan for making up for lost 
family time in the future. Control over working time and space is another means by 
which workers can arrange their work so they are able to make up for lost family 
time and alleviate associated guilt. Such supports may be particularly important for 
those carrying the majority of caregiving labor in their families.

Our findings also suggest that partners play an important role in alleviating feel-
ings of guilt. For couples in which one partner is feeling especially guilty due to 
work encroaching on parenting time, it might help to openly discuss and renegotiate 
division of childcare labor or childcare norms within the family. Our results sug-
gest enduring norms are a more important lever than brief breaks afforded by daily 
spouse availability. These results also demonstrate an important point of interven-
tion for family counselors and highlight the need to improve work-life balance and 
address the imbalance in family responsibilities from a family systems perspective.

Limitations and Future Directions

An important limitation of our study is its focus on a specific family structure (het-
erosexual parents with at least one biological child) and child age period (adoles-
cence). We limited our sample because we were concerned there may be different 
parenting or caregiving norms for children in different family structures (Kalil et al., 
2014). These norms may in turn modify the motivation potential of work-family 
conflict and partner caregiving contributions. For example, same-gendered couples 
tend to have more equal division of labor norms compared to heterosexual couples 
(Goldberg et  al., 2012; Patterson et  al., 2004). Similarly, parenting behaviors and 
patterns differ across child ages, with children requiring less care for basic needs as 
they enter adolescence, but more social and emotional support for navigating com-
plex situations and developing identity (Branje et al., 2010; Soenens et al., 2019). In 
some ways our specific sample strengthens our study, as we limit alternative expla-
nations or sources of error variance. However, this comes at the cost of sample rep-
resentativeness and generalizability. We strongly advocate for extension of this work 
in alternative family structures (e.g., same-gendered couples, adoptive families, step 
families, long-term unwed partner families). We also expect the effects found here 
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might be more pronounced for parents of children who require more involved care 
(children with disabilities, younger children), but research is needed to test this idea.

Our study focused specifically on and is most relevant to parents of adoles-
cents. Adolescence is a distinct life stage marked by changes in personality, self-
concept, and parent–child relationships and interactions (Bariola et al., 2011; Costa 
et al., 2019; Smith, 2016; Vannucci et al., 2019). Although adolescents are becom-
ing autonomous, research clearly shows parent-adolescent interactions play a piv-
otal role in emotional and social adjustment (Branje et  al., 2010; Soenens et  al., 
2019). Given the importance of parent-adolescent interactions for development and 
the scant research on parents of adolescents as compared to younger children, we 
wanted to explore whether theoretical models apply to parents of adolescents.

One notable strength of our study is the within-person experimental vignette 
design which is effective for isolating and testing cognitive processes that occur 
when parents experience WIF. Our design is especially novel for studying processes 
underlying work-to-parenting spillover, as nearly all studies in this area use field-
based observational designs. The experimental design allows us to establish clear 
temporal precedence and causality between work-family conflict and felt obligation 
to engage with adolescents. The within-person design allows us to rule out person-
level confounds. Unfortunately, high control and internal validity also comes at the 
cost of external validity. Although we followed best practice recommendations make 
scenarios realistic, real world experiences may have additional qualities that alter 
the motivational process illustrated here (e.g., multiple work or family events, fam-
ily climate or norms, alternative sources of childcare). Our Study 2 mediator and 
outcomes are measured simultaneously. While we have strong theoretical guidance 
to suggest cognitions and emotions predict felt obligation to engage in parent-ado-
lescent, the reverse is possible.

Effect sizes were small in magnitude and some effects emerged as significant 
when not controlling for all modifying factors. We strongly recommended that this 
study is replicated and expanded upon using experience sampling designs. An espe-
cially strong study might use time-series designs to track motivational emotions and 
cognitions, as well as parent-adolescent behavior before and after WIF occurs (e.g., 
French & Allen, 2020).

We focused on obligation to engage with adolescents as our primary outcome 
based on our theoretical rationale which positions daily parent-adolescent engage-
ment as a goal-driven activity as parents strive to fulfill their superordinate goal of 
being a supportive parent (e.g., Daly, 1996; Milkie et al., 2019; Roeters & Gracia, 
2016; Rutigliano et  al., 2023). Other similar intentions (e.g., wanting, or desiring 
engagement) or experiences (expected pressure from a partner, planning cognitions) 
might follow a different pattern. We also did not include actual parent-adolescent 
engagement, instead focusing on intention (or felt obligation) as a cognitive precur-
sor that might be better captured using a vignette design. Parents’ intentions don’t 
necessarily result in actual daily engagement (Aarntzen et al., 2019), thus it is unclear 
whether the emotional and cognitive motivational process studied here would result 
in actual behavior change. It would be informative to know when felt obligation leads 
to parent-adolescent engagement. Additionally, there is a need to identify work and 
family barriers and facilitators for compensation as it occurs in real life.
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To manage study feasibility and participant fatigue, our measures were largely 
study-developed, single-item measures. Our variables were relatively narrow in scope 
and clearly defined, making single-item measures arguably better than multi-item 
ones, which may be overly repetitive or include items that stray from the construct 
definition (Allen et al., 2022; Fisher et al., 2016; Matthews et al., 2022). Our items 
were grounded in existing measures and showed good convergent validity with other 
measures. Our approach is also consistent with other research that uses single-item 
measures for similar constructs (e.g., Bono et al., 2013; Kluwer et al., 1996; Shockley 
et al., 2022). Nevertheless, it is important to keep measurement concerns in mind and 
to replicate our findings with alternative measurement and design strategies.

Thinking about family engagement as a goal-driven process opens the door to 
more complex work-to-parenting questions and possible trends. For example, it is 
often assumed that more parent–child engagement is better or needed, but perhaps 
parents’ goals are working more towards satisficing work and family than maxi-
mizing (Schwartz et  al., 2002). Research on individual and shared work and fam-
ily goals among couples would be fruitful for understanding what drives work and 
family behavior. Additionally, given the novelty of sequencing and examining how 
work-family strategies change over time, it is unclear when or for whom strategies 
are effective for work and family performance, as well as individual and family 
member wellbeing. In order to understand work-family conflict as part of a moti-
vational goal striving process, there is an acute need for more within-person and 
experimental research, which measures people against their own norm, rather than 
individuals against one another.

Conclusion

We take a joint action-regulation perspective to understand when and why parents 
feel motivated to make up for lost parenting time due to work interference with fam-
ily (WIF). Findings from two vignette studies suggest parents sequence their work 
and family responsibilities when WIF occurs in order to compensate for lost time. 
Parents feel reduced obligation to spend time with children the day WIF occurs but 
increased obligation to spend time with children the following day. This sequencing 
is motivated by guilt and, perhaps to a lesser extent, by unmet family goals. Further, 
felt obligation to engage with children can be alleviated when spouses typically take 
on a higher portion of childcare. Overall, our study challenges the notion that epi-
sodes of WIF are purely depleting and instead suggests they can be motivational 
over time, contingent upon family caregiving norms.
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