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AbstrAct

This paper investigates the interaction of the work and family domain in a detailed manner. Two different aspects of 
interaction are considered: spillover and crossover effects of work and family in couples. Furthermore, both directions 
of the work family interaction are respected: work-to-family and family-to-work. Data were obtained from 56 couples 
(n=112), both of whom were working at least 40 % and had at least one child aged under 13. In line with expectations, 
spillover effects were found for men’s and women’s domain specific strain even if same domain stressors were controlled 
for. Contrary to expectations, however, crossover effects were not found within the family domain. Possibly, men and 
women take different aspects of the family into consideration, leading to independent strain reactions with respect to the 
family. Cross domain crossover effects were found for one’s traditional gender domain. Thus, men’s work strain is related 
to women’s family strain, even if one’s same domain stressors are controlled for. The traditional gender role domain 
seems to exert a stronger influence but, in turn, seems to be more vulnerable than the non-traditional domain.
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1  Introduction

People usually live in different life domains. It can be 
said that working adults have at least two life domains: 
work and private life. The number of sub-domains pri-
vate life or non-work contains seems to be individually 
different. A qualitative study (Amstad & Semmer, 2006) 
showed that most working parents studied saw them-
selves in three different life domains: work, family, and 
leisure time. Interestingly, they had some difficulties 
in distinguishing between family and leisure time. If 
they had to do so, they defined leisure time as the time 
when they had no obligations and were without any fa-
mily member. As a consequence, leisure time became 
a very tiny domain of their lives. Therefore, we con-
sider the differentiation between work and family as 
the most appropriate classification of life domains for 
working parents (especially if their children live with 
them in one household). Thus, and because most re-
search has been conducted with respect to work and 
family (for an overview see, Frone, 2003; Geurts & De-
merouti, 2003), we consider these two life domains in 
our study. 

Both life domains, work and family, are a source 
of positive and negative events. Negative events can 
be seen as antecedents of experienced stress. One of 
the well-known, and probably especially critical, ef-
fects of stress can be seen in its after-effects (Amstad & 
Semmer, 2009; Cohen, 1980). Considering work stress, 
such after-effects are often shown in poor unwinding 
after work (Frankenhaeuser, Lundbberg, Fredrikson, 
Melin, Tuomisto, Myrsten et al., 1989; McEwen, 1998; 
Meijman, Mulder, Dormolen & Cremer, 1992). Poor 
unwinding concerns the disability to relax and discon-
nect after work (Grebner, Semmer & Elfering, 2005; 
Mohr, Rigotti & Müller, 2005). In Westman’s (2001) 
terms, poor unwinding represents spillover between 
life domains.  

1.1  Spillover effect

Spillover means the generalization of behaviour, emo-
tions, attitudes, or stress of one life domain to another 
life domain (Wilensky, 1960; Geurts & Demeruti, 2003). 
Spillover is, of course, not restricted to negative events 
but also refers to positive effects. This paper is concer-


