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The previous academic research on work-family conflict mainly focused on the relevant elements in the work field. This study concludes that elements of the family domain have a significant impact on the relationship between work-family conflict and employee wellbeing. Female employees' perceptions of wellbeing largely depend on their willingness to have children when they take on family roles. During COVID-19, employees had more time to fulfill both work and family roles in the family sphere due to the epidemic blockade, the contribution of the female employee's significant other (husband) in family matters had a significant impact on Fertility intention. This study using SPSS 24.0 AMOS 20.0 and M plus 7.4 statistical analysis tools to test the proposed hypotheses. In the paired data of 412 working female employees and husbands of Chinese dual-earner families with different occupational backgrounds, hypothesis testing results support that female employees' work → family conflict is negatively related to female employees' fertility intentions, and female employees' fertility intentions are positively related to wellbeing; female employees' family → work conflict is negatively related to female employees' wellbeing; husband's flexible work stress is negatively related to husband's share of housework; husband's share of housework moderated the front, rear and overall mediating effects by the fertility intention. When formulating policies, the managers should consider not only the direct effects of policies, but also the indirect effects that policies may have on other family members of employees. Managers should develop management policies during an epidemic that are more responsive to the actual needs of employees during an epidemic. The management of female employees should give due consideration to the family status of female employees and the enterprises should recognize the importance of childcare for female employees.
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1. Introduction

Employees are an important part of the organization. Although both work and family aspects are of great importance to employees, research on work aspects has always occupied an important place in the study of organizational behavior, while research on employees' family aspects has lacked attention. However, the goal of organizations is not only to focus on performance improvement, but also on the wellbeing of individual employees and their families, so certain characteristic factors at the employee family level, such as the impact of fertility intentions on the relationship between work-family and wellbeing, have unique research value.

In the past 30 years, China has maintained rapid economic growth under the socialist system, which is mostly based on China's demographic dividend. However, according to the data released by the National Bureau of Statistics of China, the birth rate of China in 2020 was 8.52 per thousand, which is lower than 1%, a new low in more than 40 years. The number of people born in 2021 was dropped by 1.38 million compared with 2020. The decline of the fertility rate will first lead to the slowdown of economic development and the transformation of economic growth (from labor-intensive production to technology intensive production). At the same time, this study believes that the decline in fertility will also lead to changes in family wellbeing, more specifically, it will affect the wellbeing of women in the family, because women have traditionally assumed more family responsibilities than men. Meanwhile, China's fertility policy has undergone many major changes. The attitude and understanding of Chinese female employees toward fertility are also changing significantly with social development and economic growth.

China has adopted epidemic control measures different from those of other western countries. From the outbreak of COVID-19 epidemic in December 2019 to December 2022, the Chinese government has always adopted the policy of combining nucleic acid detection with double code identification of health code and journey code, and implementing regional blockade and dynamic zero clearing of “confirmed patients” in epidemic areas (communities). This series of control measures made the flexible work frequency of Chinese employees in home isolation much higher than that of employees from other countries in the same period. This is why this study should consider the impact of the husband's flexible work pressure on the husband's housework in the context of the epidemic. Especially after the outbreak of the COVID-19 epidemic, China is one of the few countries in the world that took the lead in recovering from the epidemic. As a special sample of the global economy, China has attracted many scholars' attention and research, especially in the field of human resources and organizational behavior. In recent years, many scholars have paid attention to how the Chinese government and enterprises can effectively organize and manage human resources under the major global public health crisis, so as to achieve efficient recovery of economic production.

The COVID-19 epidemic has caused heavy damage to the global economy and people's production and life. Against this historic background, all countries are trying to do their utmost to control the epidemic and let the country and people get rid of the negative impact of the COVID-19 epidemic as soon as possible. From a macro perspective, investment, consumption and export, the troika driving China's economic growth, have weakened during the epidemic. From the government's standpoint, whether it is to stimulate investment, promote consumption or expand domestic demand, it is inseparable from human resources to provide production, construction and product services. People are an important factor of production. Under the background of the normalization of the epidemic situation, the government and enterprises are eager for employees to participate in social labor and drive economic recovery and enterprise revenue growth. From the micro level, first of all, the large-scale shutdown caused by COVID-19 has led to the unemployment of most employees in a country without a source of income, which has seriously affected the quality of life of individual employees (1). During the epidemic, employees will be unemployed, but their housing and car loans for living still need to be repaid continuously. Life is still going on, and all daily expenses need to be sustained by continuous income, even when employees are isolated at home. Secondly, the social isolation during the prevention and control of COVID-19 epidemic led to the lack of basic offline social activities and communication among employees, which caused mental stress on individual employees and affected their individual health to a certain extent (2). Some data show that at the beginning of the liberalization of the isolation measures in different cities in China, people will generally have a wave of retaliatory consumption (3). Some studies have pointed out that retaliatory consumption is a release of mental pressure (4). Based on the above, individual employees in the context of COVID-19 epidemic have a strong desire to return to social production and commercial activities. Therefore, work is particularly important to employees, both male and female. In modern society, men, as the main source of family income, dominate the family economy. At the same time, women have contributed more value to all aspects of social and economic activities—production, service, circulation and other fields than in any previous human historical period. But at the same time, women's responsibilities in the family have not changed at all. They give birth to children, raise children, and become the most important partner and learning mentor of children. Nowadays, elite education is prevailing in China, The demands of female employees on childcare in their families—whether from the social competitive environment or from the improvement of their own education level—are increasing. According to the Global Gender Gap Report 2020 (5) released by the World Economic Forum, in 2019, China's female education score has risen to 0.973 points, ranking first in the world with an indicator score close to 1.00 which is full equality. Based on the principle of limited individual resources of the conservation of resource theory, the multi role pressures and conflicts encountered by female employees in the new era from job requirements, childcare requirements, household requirements and other requirements will inevitably lead to further intensification of the scarcity of female employees' individual resources, which will cause changes in female employees' expectations for fertility. From the 1970s and 1980s when Chinese wanted to be born but policy restrictions could not, to the present when people do not want to be born but the national policy has been born, China's population policy has undergone a major change. Specifically, China implemented a comprehensive two child policy in 2016, completely abolishing the family planning policy implemented since 1978. China's population issue has always been a global, long-term and strategic issue. In 2021, the report on the work of the Chinese government at the two sessions of the National Congress and the Chinese People's Congress again emphasized optimizing the birth policy to cope with the aging of the population. At the meeting of the Political Bureau of the CPC Central Committee, it was decided to implement the three child birth policy. This series of population policy adjustments is a concrete manifestation of the self-evolution and evolution of China's human resources in terms of quantity and quality brought about by China's economic growth and rapid social development.

China's population is about to enter the era of negative growth, and the continuous decline of the birth rate will further restrict China's economic growth from the supply side and the demand side (6). On the one hand, the shift of economic growth momentum to innovation driven may aggravate the asymmetry between employment creation and employment destruction, the imbalance between human capital supply and demand, and increase the natural unemployment rate dominated by structural and frictional factors; on the other hand, insufficient employment and low quality are not conducive to the reasonable improvement of workers' remuneration, and will also hinder the full play of China's economic growth potential from the demand side.

Based on the conservation of resource theory, this study constructs a two-stage mediated model with the husband's share of housework as the moderating variable, fertility intention as the mediating variable, and examines the relationship between work-family conflict and their wellbeing encountered by female employees in Chinese society. The mechanism and boundary conditions of its generation, taking COVID-19, China's two-child and three-child fertility policy as the background. A questionnaire was used to collect paired data from 412 working female employees with different occupational backgrounds in Chinese dual-earner families and their husbands, and data analysis was conducted using SPSS 24.0 AMOS 20.0 and Mplus 7.4 statistical analysis tools to test the proposed hypotheses.

The findings not only deepen the understanding of work-family conflict and wellbeing research, but also clarify the mechanism of work-family conflict on wellbeing at the family level, expand the research field of work-family conflict, highlight the important influence of work-family conflict on wellbeing in the family context, and provide theoretical guidance and practical insights for managers to comprehensively understand the influence of work-family conflict on employees.



2. Review of relevant studies

Role conflict may occur when working employees occupy multiple roles in the work and family domains and are unable to handle demanding work and family roles at the same time. Work-family conflict is defined as “an inter-role conflict in which role pressures from the work and family domains are incompatible in some way” (7). Work-family conflict is a two-way street; work → family conflict refers to work-role interference with the family role, while family → work conflict refers to family-role interference with the work role (8). The concept of work-family conflict provides a useful theoretical perspective on the declining fertility of employed women. Previous research has shown that female employees experience more work → family conflict than male employees due to unequal division of labor in the family, which is considered to be the main influencing factor for the low fertility rate of female employees (9). That is, to increase female employees' fertility intentions, work-family conflicts caused by gender inequality in the family domain should be addressed (10). Becoming a parent is both rewarding and hard, and both parents feel happy and take responsibility for raising their children (11). Parenting requires sustained energy, and the time and energy taken up requires working parents to correct their daily behaviors or perceptions (12). Working parents tend to experience particularly high levels of parenting stress as the burden of childcare increases and as roles conflict between the work and family spheres (13). Abidin's (14) model of parenting stress suggests that barriers to parent-child interaction, perceived difficulties in child communication, and parents' expressed complaints about life in their daily lives can negatively impact parenting. As with work-family conflict, parenting stress is considered an indicator of reduced fertility intentions among working female employees (15). Parents with jobs are more likely to be discouraged from having a second child if parenting stress continues at a high level and is accompanied by negative emotions such as depression and anxiety (16). Considering that high levels of parenting stress among working mothers who already have one child may reduce their willingness to have a second child, understanding how to reduce parenting stress among working women employees is an important issue in low-fertility countries (17). Work → family conflict and childcare stress are considered to be the main reasons for low fertility among working female employees in European countries (13), but few studies have examined these associations in Chinese samples. In addition, mothers' parenting experiences at the time of their first child, including the amount of “parenting support” they received from their husbands, and their work status upon returning to the workplace (work-family conflict) are strongly associated with their second childbearing intentions. Given that parenting support from working fathers helps to alleviate work-family conflict and parenting stress among working mothers (18), if working fathers can spend more time and energy at home and support working mothers (female employees) by engaging in family activities such as housework, this may reduce work-family conflict and parenting stress among working mothers This in turn increases their motivation to have a second child.

In previous studies, control variables such as socioeconomic status (e.g., age, educational background, income) of working female employees were found to be strongly associated with their intention to have children. Younger female employees have higher intentions to have children than older female employees, and these results may be related to biological reproductive capacity (19). Increased education of female employees also somewhat reduces female employees' intention to have children, due to the fact that highly educated female employees are more likely to be economically active and have a strong desire for self-fulfillment (20). Other studies take the opposite view, arguing that more educated female employees tend to have more children than less educated female employees because educated women are likely to marry men of higher socioeconomic status (21). In addition, researchers found that female employees' income was positively associated with fertility intentions (22).

During the continuous crisis pandemic of COVID-19 period, policy makers and organizations should focus on formulating and implementing policies to promote family friendly workplaces, so as to enhance employees' sense of corporate belonging (23). The implementation of flexible work arrangements (FWA) provides opportunities for organizations to reduce staff mobility and promote employee development through work life balance plans (24). During the epidemic, the organization continuously strengthened its online psychological support for employees through the use of communication technology, which was also achieved through smart phone applications that could provide effective intervention functions (25). In addition, the results of a study taking German families as a sample show that various control measures against COVID-19 pose a more common threat to the quality of relationships between couples within the family and the healthy family functions (26). Some scholars believe that the work life conflict of employees has decreased in general during the epidemic, but these changes are also limited by the age of the youngest child in the family and the degree of work family integration (27). At present, the research on the work-family relationship of employees has not yet involved how the fertility intention is affected by family support related factors in the context of COVID-19. Based on the COVID-19 background and China's unique fertility policy changes, how does fertility intention affect the relationship between work-family conflict and female employees' wellbeing. In conclusion, based on the background of the COVID-19 and China's unique fertility policy changes, this paper intends to study how fertility desire affects work family conflict relations and the well-being of female employees, to supplement the research gaps in this area.

Based on the above, this study developed a scale to investigate the fertility intentions of female employees in the context of the “comprehensive two-child” and “three-child” policies and in the epidemic environment, based on the quantitative study of fertility intentions conducted by Miller (28) and Zheng (29). Based on the work stress scale compiled by Price and Spence (30), we developed a stress scale for flexible work situations during the epidemic to investigate the stress of flexible work (WFH) for husbands during the epidemic, including work-related stress and work-related stress (e.g., the need to punch in daily health codes and trip codes, and to complete nucleic acid tests on time). Five hundred dual-earner couples were invited to participate in the study, with husbands completing the husband's flexible work stress Scale and questions on the husband's time spent on housework; wives mainly completed the questionnaire's answers to the scale items on work-family conflict, family-work conflict, fertility intention, and wellbeing of female employees. The willingness of one of the spouses to participate was mainly solicited through an online WeChat group, and then the scales were sent separately after obtaining the consent of both parties through internal coordination between the spouses. The screening of a couple is identified by one spouse identifying the other's WeChat name.



3. Theoretical basis and research hypothesis


3.1. Work-family conflict and fertility intentions

Role conflict arises when individuals are unable to balance the rationing of resources between different roles. Unlike role conflict within the work domain (e.g., an employee acting as a leader or organizer of one project while acting as a performer of another), work-family conflict is a conflict that results when an employee is unable to reconcile the allocation of energy, time, and behavior between work and family, and is unable to achieve a balance between these two compartmentalized domains. Conservation of resource theory (COR-Conservation of Resources) (31) proposes that individuals are motivated to acquire, maintain, and protect resources, such as self-esteem, socioeconomic status, and employment, in order to manage work and family demands. Based on resource preservation theory, female employees who experience work-to-family conflict (being too busy at work to go home rarely to care for their sick father) or experience family-to-work conflict (being unable to accept a promotion offered by their supervisor because of the amount of time and energy required to care for their young children, because the promotion means more work tasks and more work pressure), their efforts to protect available resources (such as job opportunities or family relationships) will reduce the behaviors associated with continuing to generate this conflict, along with lower behavioral motivation, such as willingness to have children. Ma and Jin (32) concluded that work-family conflict has a significant effect on nurses' willingness to have a second child during their reproductive years. In summary, according to conservation of resource theory, childbirth threatens or consumes individual employees' time, energy, and personal resources, and due to the limited resources, female employees, based on their existing work-family conflict, will reduce their “willingness to have children” that may lead to increased work-family conflict in order to mitigate that conflict and protect the work-family relationship. Therefore, this study proposes hypotheses for a broad group of female employees in a wide range of occupational types based on their willingness to have children regardless of whether they have one, two, or three children. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed based on the female employees' fertility intention as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 1. Work-family conflict among female employees is negatively associated with fertility intention.

Hypothesis 1a. Female employees' work → family conflict is negatively associated with fertility intention.

Hypothesis 1b. Female employees' family → work conflict is negatively associated with fertility intention.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Hypothetical model.




3.2. Fertility intention and wellbeing

Fertility intention is the manifestation of fertility desire of individuals or families taking into account constraints, including specific dimensions such as the desired number of children, gender, and timing of childbirth (33). Fertility intention is a necessary but not sufficient condition for generating fertility behavior, and there is a definite link between the two. This study focuses on the expected number of children to examine fertility intentions and its impact on female employees' wellbeing.

Diener and Emmons (34) argues that “wellbeing” or “subjective wellbeing” refers to “people's evaluation of their lives,” including “cognitive judgments of satisfaction” and “affective evaluations of emotions and moods.” Cognitive judgments of satisfaction” and “affective evaluations of emotions and moods.” Boehm and Lyubomirsky (35) considers “happy people” to be “people who regularly experience positive emotions,” such as “wellbeing” such as “joy,” “wellbeing,” and “contentment.” Although wellbeing is important for both individuals and organizations (36), there is limited research on employee wellbeing (37). In this paper, people build on previous work, this study defines female employees' happiness as a comprehensive feeling of subjectively perceived wellbeing of female employees by integrating various experiences in the personal, family and work domains. Although the work role is one of the important social roles of female employees, their non-work roles (wife and mother) are also an important part of their lives. Excellent family roles also bring happiness to female employees.

It has been suggested that good family relationships have an important impact on individuals' perceived wellbeing (38). In family relationships, childbearing and the number of children are important aspects in reconciling family relationships (39). Studies point out that people with children are generally happier than those without children (40); having two or more children is happier than having only one child (41). In addition, the higher the number of children, the higher the individual's life satisfaction (42), and the number of children is positively related to the mother's wellbeing (43). At the same time, the wellbeing of the elderly is in an inverted U-shaped relationship with the number of children (44). Based on the logic that fertility outcomes are generated by fertility intentions, and based on the theoretical and empirical foundations of the above literature, this study proposes the hypothesis that. Based on the theoretical and empirical basis mentioned above, the following hypotheses are proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 2. Fertility intention is positively related to female employees' wellbeing.



3.3. Work-family conflict and wellbeing

For employees, life and work are two inseparable and important aspects. Since employees have limited energy and time, their energy and time consumption in one situation (e.g., work situation) will crowd out and spill over to the energy and time consumption needed in another situation (e.g., family situation). Based on the segmentation theory (45), it is commonly believed that work and family are conflicting fragmented in individuals. Work-family conflict is divided into two directions: “work → family conflict” and “family → work conflict” (46). The “work-family conflict” refers to the work stress, time and energy occupation generated by the work field, which adversely affects the family field. For example, a male employee has no time to take care of his wife during her illness and hospitalization due to high work pressure and heavy workload, so much so that it affects his family life, such as leading to the weakening of the couple's relationship and deterioration of the couple's relationship. “Family → work conflict” refers to the negative impact on employees' performance in the workplace due to the time and energy they need to pay for their family responsibilities. For example, a female employee cannot accept a business trip because she has to take care of her mother who is paralyzed at home all year round. Wellbeing is a measure of employees' survival status, and in the past literature its mostly related to job satisfaction and family satisfaction. With the development of economy and social progress, organizations are paying more and more attention to improving employee wellbeing, i.e., wellbeing, especially high-tech companies are doing a better job of humanistic care for their employees (47). Companies expect to attract and retain talents by improving employees' wellbeing and forming “word of mouth” and talent gathering effect in the industry (48). Regarding the relationship between work-family conflict and wellbeing, some scholars point out that work → family conflict is significantly negatively related to wellbeing, and family → work conflict is also significantly negatively related to wellbeing (49). Based on the above, the following hypotheses are proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 3. Work-family conflict of female employees is negatively related to the wellbeing of female employees.

Hypothesis 3a. Female employees' work → family conflict is negatively related to female employees' wellbeing.

Hypothesis 3b. Female employees' family → work conflict is negatively related to female employees' wellbeing.



3.4. Mediating role of fertility intentions

In conservation of resource theory, individuals lose resources in one domain, and out of the initial desire to protect resources and prevent their continued depletion, individuals take steps to reduce their continued investment of resources in that domain and instead invest them in other alternative domains that may yield resource gains (50). When female employees navigate between work and family and find that the behaviors, time, and stress generated by the family domain create significant conflicts in the work domain, female employees may reduce their resource investment in the family domain to reduce the conflicts, thus achieving the goal of reducing further resource depletion. In China, female employees' childbirth is one of their important matters in the family domain (51). Reducing the resource investment in the family domain means that female employees may be less willing to have children and reduce their reproductive behavior. And based on traditional Chinese values, the main social duty fulfillment and social value of women is to pass on the family line and bear children. The decrease in resource input at the family interface resulting from work-family conflict and the resulting decrease in fertility intention will prevent female employees from gaining recognition of traditional social universal values and reduce self-worth recognition, which will ultimately have a negative impact on the subjective wellbeing they may experience. Based on the above, the following hypotheses are proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 4. Female employees' fertility intentions mediate the relationship between female employees' work-family conflict and female employees' wellbeing.

Hypothesis 4a. Female employees' fertility intention mediates the relationship between female employees' work → family conflict and female employees' wellbeing.

Hypothesis 4b. The mediating role of female employees' fertility intention between female employees' family → work conflict and female employees' wellbeing.



3.5. Husband's flexible work pressure and husband's share of housework

Segmentation theory suggests that work and family are two separate domains, so the more time and energy employees spend and take up in the work domain, the less time and energy they must allocate to the family domain (45). During the epidemic, many husbands were required to work from home or work in isolation in hotels due to the local epidemic control measures because they were in a high outbreak area or their health code was red or yellow. Flexible work is a system in which employees can flexibly and autonomously choose their own work schedules in lieu of uniform, fixed commuting hours, provided that they complete their required tasks or work a fixed length of time (52). Regarding the work stress in flexible work status, Yue (53) believes that flexible work can reduce commuting stress for employees. At the same time, since supervisors cannot supervise employees' work completion progress on site, in order to avoid situations such as slacking off, supervisors may ask employees to complete their work tasks within more demanding working hours during flexible work, which may make employees' perception of stress stronger. When a husband experiences flexible work treatment during an epidemic, he is likely to redistribute his work and household time based on different perceptions of stress based on segmentation theory. Based on the above, the following hypotheses are proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 5. Husband's flexible work stress is negatively associated with the husband's share of housework, i.e., the higher the husband's flexible work stress, the lower the husband's share of housework.



3.6. Moderating effect of the husband's share of housework

It has been shown that context has a significant moderating effect (54). The family environment is one of the contexts that female employees encounter at home. When the home environment, presents a good family atmosphere, female employees can feel supported by the family. Talukder (55) found in his study that the work-family climate effectively moderates the relationship between family-supportive supervisory behavior and work-family balance. Family support includes family behaviors made by all other family members that can reduce the stress, time loss, and energy loss experienced by female employees in the family interface. For example, grandparents helping with child care and husbands having more time at home to help with child care or housework are considered typical family supports. Grandparent child care can shorten the birth interval between second children for women of childbearing age (53). In the context of the three-child policy, family support can alleviate work-family conflicts between the sexes (47). Husband's responsibility for housework is a typical form of family support, and since the literature supports that “context has a significant moderating effect,” the following hypothesis is proposed. Based on the above, the following hypotheses are proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 6. The relationship between female employees' work-family conflict and female employees' fertility intentions is negatively moderated by the husband's share of housework, i.e., the higher the degree of husband's share of housework, the weaker the effect of female employees' work-family conflict on female employees' fertility intentions.

Hypothesis 6a. The relationship between the husband's share of housework negatively moderates the relationship between female employees' work → family conflict and female employees' fertility intentions, i.e., the higher the degree of husband's share of housework, the weaker the effect of female employees' work → family conflict on female employees' fertility intentions.

Hypothesis 6b. The relationship between female employees' family → work conflict and female employees' fertility intentions is negatively moderated by the husband's share of housework, i.e., the higher the degree of husband's share of housework, the weaker the effect of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' fertility intentions.

Based on the conservation of resource theory, individuals always try to protect and maintain existing resources and continuously acquire more new resources based on existing resources to reduce the net loss of resources (50). Since individuals will acquire resources through different channels and different resources affect individuals simultaneously, the magnitude of the effect of female employees' work-family on female employees' wellbeing depends on whether the resources lost in the process of generating the desire to have children and the resources acquired through other channels can be balanced when they offset each other. When husbands take up a certain proportion of housework, the loss of resources such as energy and time sacrifice that female employees should traditionally make in the family is compensated by their husbands' behavior. Female employees feel stronger resource support psychologically and get more time and energy resources in reality. Therefore, the greater mental pressure carried by female employees due to the desire to have children will be reduced, and the time and energy loss (resource loss) in the work interface and family interface due to the desire to have children will be reduced, and the resulting resource balance will strengthen the wellbeing of female employees to some extent. Based on the above, the following hypotheses are proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 7. Husband's share of housework negatively moderates the indirect effect of female employees' work-family conflict on female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention, i.e., the higher the degree of husband's share of housework, the weaker the mediating effect of fertility intention on work-family conflict and female employees' wellbeing.

Hypothesis 7a. Husband's share of housework negatively moderates the indirect effect of female employees' work → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing through female employees' fertility intentions, i.e., the higher the degree of husband's share of housework, the weaker the mediating effect of female employees' fertility intentions on work → family conflict and female employees' wellbeing.

Hypothesis 7b. Husband's share of housework negatively moderates the indirect effect of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' wellbeing through female employees' fertility intentions, i.e., the higher the degree of husband's share of housework, the weaker the mediating effect of female employees' fertility intentions on family → work conflict and female employees' wellbeing.

Based on the conservation of resource theory, individuals must invest more resources in the matters they undertake in order to prevent further depletion of resources to compensate for the loss of resources (50). Female employees may experience greater time and energy depletion in the process of generating fertility intentions due to concerns about the birth of future children, thus generating more stress. However, different family contexts give different resource allocations to female employees, and when the family context is in a supportive state, i.e., family support behaviors are generated, such as the husband assumes a higher proportion of housework, female employees receive a certain replenishment of time and energy resources in the family interface. When the husband takes up a high proportion of housework, the incremental resources given to the female employee may offset or even surplus the resources depleted by the female employee's desire to have children, which ultimately affects the relationship between the female employee's desire to have children and the wellbeing she experiences. Based on the premise that contexts (e.g., family support contexts) have a moderating effect (54), the following hypothesis is proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 8. The relationship between female employees' fertility intentions and female employees' wellbeing is positively moderated by the proportion of husbands taking up housework, i.e., the higher the proportion of husbands taking up housework, the stronger the effect of female employees' fertility intentions on their wellbeing.




4. Research methods


4.1. Object and characteristics of the study

This study was based on the classical work-family conflict scale and improved according to the requirements of the research elements. The reliability and validity of the scales met the expectations in the pre-small-scale pre-testing phase. In the large sample testing phase, the validity of the scale in this cross-sectional study was 412. They had different occupational backgrounds (Teachers, finance, lawyers, government employees, etc.) and came from eight provinces (Hunan, Guangdong, Fujian, Shanxi, etc.) in China. They were all working married female employees (age range 24–44 years) in dual-earner households in China. The participants were recruited through different WeChat (which is the most popular social software in China) communities which have been joined by researchers in previous social activities. When selecting the sample, the female interviewees were initially interviewed and collected information such as work status, marital status and fertility. Women who are not currently working, have no husband (whether widowed or divorced), and have no plans to have children are excluded from the final interview list. The researcher sent online questionnaires to those who agreed to participate in the study and asked the respondents to send the questionnaires to the other spouse to obtain the required research data. Data were collected for 1 month from early to late January 2022, and participants who completed the survey received an online cash envelope of 10 RMB as a reward.

Dual-earner couples each completed the questionnaire, and the data from both spouses were matched by marking each other's microsignals for data screening at a later stage. Husband-completed scales included personal information (used as a control variable for data processing at a later stage).



4.2. Measurement tools

This study involved data collection on the dimensions of work-family conflict, fertility intentions, work stress, and employee wellbeing, mainly by developing scale items based on established domestic and international scales. The Work-Family Conflict Scale and the Conflict Coping Strategies Scale used in this study were both English scales, which were translated by a graduate student in English and an associate professor in English, and the translation results were exchanged for back translation. The scale was scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 to 5, with a score of 1 for strongly disagreeing and 5 for strongly agreeing.


4.2.1. Work-family conflict scale

Referring to the Work-Family Conflict Scale (WFCS) compiled by Carlson et al. (56), the scale consists of two main dimensions: work-family conflict (WFC) and family-work conflict (FWC), with a total of 18 items. The work-family conflict dimension in this study includes a three-factor model based on time, stress and behavior, including nine items such as “I have to miss family activities because I have to spend a lot of time at work,” and the Cronbach's alpha of this dimension is 0.975. The family-work conflict dimension includes a three-factor model based on time, stress, and behavior, including nine items such as “The amount of time I spend on family responsibilities often prevents me from fulfilling my work responsibilities,” with a Cronbach's alpha value of 0.959. The work-family conflict dimension was measured in this study. The Cronbach's alpha for the overall scale was 0.967; the KMO spherical test coefficient was 0.958, p < 0.05. The results of the validation factors for this scale were χ2/df = 2.473, CFI = 0.972, TLI = 0.958, RMSEA = 0.051, and SRMR = 0.026. In summary, the reliability indicators and model fit indicators of the overall scale and subscales of work-family conflict were as expected, indicating that the scale has good reliability and validity and is suitable for further research analysis.



4.2.2. Fertility intention scale

Based on Miller (28), Bailey (57), and Zheng (29) quantitative studies on fertility intentions, a scale was developed to investigate female employees' fertility intentions in the context of the “comprehensive two-child” and “three-child” policies and the epidemic situation. The scale was developed to investigate the fertility intention of female employees in the context of the “comprehensive two-child” and “three-child” policies and the epidemic. The scale consists of three dimensions: the number of desired children, the gender of desired children, and the intensity of desire, with 14 questions. In this study, the number of desired children dimension includes “I think I need to have 2 or 3 children to make my life complete and my family happy.” The Cronbach's study also included three questions. The Cronbach's alpha value of this dimension is 0.948, the dimension of desire for children's gender contains 4 items such as “I want to have both children,” and its Cronbach's alpha value is 0.976, and the dimension of intensity of desire contains “The Cronbach's alpha value was 0.976”. The Cronbach's α value for the 7 question items such as “I will postpone my childbirth plan if the epidemic continues” was 0.965. The Cronbach's α value for the overall scale of female employees' desire to have children measured in this study was 0.963; the KMO spherical test coefficient was 0.985, p < 0.05. The test results for the validation factor of this scale were χ2/df = 3.216, CFI = 0.968, TLI = 0.948, RMSEA = 0.025, and SRMR = 0.041. In summary, the reliability indicators and model fit indicators of the overall scale and sub-scales of work-family conflict were as expected, indicating that the scale has good reliability and validity and is suitable for further research analysis.



4.2.3. Wellbeing scale

The scale consists of five dimensions: psychological stress, intention to leave, job satisfaction, family satisfaction, and leisure satisfaction, with 22 questions. In this study, the psychological stress dimension includes “I always feel very stressed when there are uncertainties or problems to be solved in my work or life.” The Cronbach's alpha value for this dimension was 0.962. The intention to leave dimension included “I am now looking for other jobs or job opportunities offered by other companies.” The Cronbach's alpha for this dimension is 0.957; the job satisfaction dimension includes “I am satisfied with the current working atmosphere and colleagues' relationship.” The Cronbach's alpha value was 0.971 for 3 items, and the family satisfaction dimension included “I feel satisfied with the relationship between my family members.” The Cronbach's alpha value was 0.966 for the 4 questions, and the leisure satisfaction dimension included “I currently have quality leisure.” The Cronbach's alpha value for the overall work-family conflict scale was 0.965; the KMO spherical test coefficient was 0.952, p < 0.05. The results of the validation factor of the scale were χ2/df = 3.482, CFI = 0.979, TLI = 0.961, RMSEA = 0.049, and SRMR = 0.038. In summary, the reliability indicators and model fit indicators of the overall scale and sub-scales of work-family conflict were as expected, indicating that the scale has good reliability and validity and is suitable for further research analysis.



4.2.4. Working pressure gauge

Based on the work stress scale compiled by Price and Spence (30), a flexible work stress scale was developed for conducting work stress research during the epidemic. The scale consists of four main dimensions: work load, role conflict, role ambiguity, and lack of resources, with a total of eight questions. In this study, the workload dimension includes “During the epidemic, my workload did not exceed my ability to cope.” The Cronbach's alpha value for this dimension was 0.955. The role conflict dimension included “During the epidemic, my work demands from different supervisors were often in conflict.” The Cronbach's alpha for this dimension was 0.979. The role ambiguity dimension included “During the epidemic, I often did not know what my job entailed and the steps I needed to take to complete it.” The Cronbach's α value for the two questions was 0.950; the under-resourced dimension included “During the epidemic, I had a high degree of time freedom to complete my work.” The Cronbach's α value for the overall work-family conflict scale measured in this study was 0.966; the KMO spherical test coefficient was 0.974, p < 0.05. The results of the validation factor for this scale were χ2/df = 2.594, CFI = 0.931, TLI = 0.970, RMSEA = 0.024, and SRMR = 0.036. In summary, the reliability indicators and model fit indicators of the overall scale and sub-scales of work-family conflict were as expected, indicating that the scale has good reliability and validity and is suitable for further research analysis.

Response options were scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” 1 to “strongly agree” 5. High scores indicate that couples in dual-earner households are more stressed about childcare, and a few reverse items require shifting of the data to assess their scores. The age, education, job type, and monthly income of wives in dual-earner families were included as control variables in the analysis for data processing.



4.2.5. Control variables

In this study, age, education level, type of work, and monthly income were put into the model as control variables to exclude their interference with the results.




4.3. Descriptive statistics

According to the statistics of this study, the average age of female employees interviewed is 34.48 years old, and 74% of the interviewees are aged 25–45 years old, which indicates that female employees are at a high age of work-family conflict. The education level is mostly “college” and “bachelor's degree,” accounting for 69.47% of the total number, indicating that the interviewed female employees generally have a higher education level. The difference in monthly income of female employees is obvious, with the main samples distributed in two classes: below RMB 4,000 and RMB 4,000–8,000, accounting for 68.13% of the total number of employees, and 7.42% of the total number of employees earning more than RMB 15,000. Regarding the work pressure of husbands during the epidemic, those who got 4 points and above after reversing the reverse question accounted for 20.83% of the respondents, which means that more husbands still suffered from greater work pressure during the epidemic. The proportion of housework undertaken by working husbands is relatively scattered, with the highest proportion being 26.48% who “undertake a medium (30%−50%) proportion of housework.” The number of years of working experience of female employees was mainly distributed in the range of “6 to 10 years” and “11 to 15 years,” accounting for 65.73% of the total number of employees.



4.4. Homologous deviation test

Although the questions of this scale were divided into two parts and answered by female employees and their husbands separately, which reduced the probability of homophily to a certain extent, it is not known whether the data were actually answered by female employees and their husbands separately because the data were obtained by filling out the questionnaire online during the epidemic period in this study, so homophily may still exist. To test for homoscedasticity bias, Harman's one-way analysis of variance was used. The results showed that the unrotated first principal component analysis factor explained 36.741% of the variance, which was <40%, i.e., indicating that there was no serious homozygosity bias in this study.



4.5. Analysis methods

Descriptive and correlation analyses were performed in this study using SPSS 24.0 software to examine the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the study variables and hypothesis testing. Path analysis was conducted using AMOS 20.0 software to assess the model fit, and this study used the comparative fit index (CFI; values >0.95 indicate adequate model fit) and root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA; values <0.06 indicate adequate model fit). In addition, to improve the reliability of the mediating effect findings, Mplus 7.4 was used to estimate confidence intervals (CIs) to test the mediating effects assumed in this study using Bootstrap method with bias correction. The mediating effect was significant at the 0.05 level if the 95% CI did not contain zero (58). To account for missing values (0–2% of each variable), this study used maximum likelihood estimates as default values in the path analysis (59).




5. Empirical analysis


5.1. Discriminant validity test

The validated factor analysis (CFA) was used to test the discriminant validity. As shown in Table 1, the fitted data of the six-factor model (χ2/df = 1.863, CFI = 0.991, TLI = 0.987, RMSEA = 0.045, SRMR = 0.021) were significantly better than the other competing models, thus indicating that the six variables had better discriminant validity among them and could be analyzed in the next step of the test.


TABLE 1 Results of validation factor analysis.
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5.2. Descriptive statistics

The correlation coefficients of the six variables were analyzed by SPSS 24.0 and the correlation coefficients between the variables are shown in Table 2. According to the Table 2, age was significantly and positively correlated with monthly income (R = 0.134, p < 0.01); education level was significantly and positively correlated with monthly income (R = 0.241, p < 0.001); flexible work pressure during husband's epidemic was significantly and negatively correlated with husband's share of housework (R = −0.491, p < 0.01); husband's share of housework was significantly positively correlated with fertility intention (R = 0.046, p < 0.001), significantly negatively correlated with female employees' work → family conflict (R = −0.113, p < 0.01), significantly negatively correlated with female employees' family → work conflict (R = −0.134, p < 0.01), and significantly negatively correlated with female employees' wellbeing (R = 0.228, p < 0.01) was significantly negatively related to female employees' wellbeing (R = 0.228, p < 0.01). Fertility intention was significantly negatively related to female employees' work-family conflict (R = −0.142, p < 0.01), significantly negatively related to female employees' family-work conflict (R = −0.103, p < 0.01), and significantly positively related to female employees' wellbeing (R = 0.255, p < 0.01). Work-family conflict of female employees is significantly and positively related to family-work conflict of female employees (R = 0.457, p < 0.001) and significantly and negatively related to wellbeing of female employees (R = −0.233, p < 0.001). Female employees' family → work conflict was significantly and negatively related to female employees' wellbeing (R = −0.421, p < 0.001). The above results are consistent with expectations and lay a good foundation for the follow-up study.


TABLE 2 Correlation of variables.
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5.3. Hypothesis testing
 
5.3.1. Mediating effect test

This study first used SPSS to conduct cascade regression of variables to validate the relationship between work → family conflict for female employees, family → work conflict for female employees, fertility intentions of female employees, and wellbeing of female employees, with fertility intentions of female employees as the mediating variable. After that, the robustness of the mediating effect of the model was again verified using the suggestion of Hayes (60), using Mplus7.4 with 5,000 put-back sampling through Bootstrap.

In the first step, we take female employees' fertility intention as the dependent variable and put control variables in model 1 to exclude the interference of control variables on female employees' fertility intention and other variables; in the second step (i.e., model 2), we put female employees' work-family conflict in model 1 to examine the influence of female employees' work-family conflict on female employees' fertility intention; in the third step (i.e., model 3), we put female employees' family-work conflict in model 1 to examine the influence of female employees' family-work conflict on female employees' fertility intention. Step 4 (i.e., model 4) puts female employees' wellbeing as the dependent variable and puts control variables in the model to exclude their interference with female employees' wellbeing and other variables; Step 5 (i.e., model 5) puts female employees' work-family conflict on the basis of model 4 to examine the effect of female employees' work-family conflict on fertility intention. conflict on female employees' wellbeing; the sixth step (i.e., model 6) puts female employees into family → work conflict on the basis of model 4 to examine the impact of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' wellbeing; the seventh step (i.e., model 7) puts female employees' fertility intention variable on the basis of model 4 to examine the direct impact of female employees' fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing; the eighth step (i.e., model 8). Put the variable of female employees' work → family conflict on the basis of model 7 to examine the mediating effect of female employees' work → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention; Step 9 (i.e., model 9): put the variable of female employees' family → work conflict on the basis of model 7 to examine the mediating effect of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention (as shown in Table 3—the results of the mediating effect test are shown in the graph).


TABLE 3 Results of the test for mediating effects of fertility intention.
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The results of model 2 show that the regression coefficient of female employees' work → family conflict on fertility intention is −0.317, p < 0.01, which indicates that there is a significant negative relationship between female employees' work → family conflict and fertility intention, and H1a is verified. This proves the reality that female employees feel more work-to-family conflict in the workplace and have lower fertility intentions, which is in line with the current social reality in China. For example, work takes up a lot of time and there is no time to get pregnant; work is too intense and there is no intention to get pregnant; workplace competition is fierce and female employees want to hold on to their hard-earned workplace status, while pregnancy will cause female employees to withdraw from the workplace for a short time to the point of losing their workplace advantage.

The results of model 3 show that the regression coefficient of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' fertility intention is −0.288, p < 0.01, indicating that there is a significant negative correlation between female employees' family → work conflict and female employees' fertility intention, and H1b is verified. However, the absolute value of this correlation coefficient is smaller than H1a, which indicates that the impact of family life conflict on work on female employees' fertility intention is smaller compared to the impact on female employees' fertility intention due to work-to-family conflict. For example, female employees have to spend a lot of time and energy to take care of the elderly at home after work, and this situation will make female employees exhausted or tired in work, which will affect her willingness to get pregnant and have children, because pregnancy and children will intensify the above conflicts and make female employees feel stressful in work and life.

Model 5 shows that after controlling for the effect of relevant demographic variables on female employees' wellbeing, the regression coefficient of work → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing is −0.283, p < 0.01, indicating that the effect of work → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing is negatively and significantly correlated, and H3a is verified. This hypothesis is also consistent with the actual situation. When female employees often work overtime so much that they have no time to enjoy spending time with their children and husbands, and when female employees are under too much work pressure and have negative emotions overflowing to bad-mouth family members to the extent that it affects family relationships, all of these situations will affect female employees' feelings and experiences of wellbeing.

Model 6 shows that the regression coefficient of family-work conflict on female employees' wellbeing is −0.279, p < 0.01, indicating a negative and significant relationship between family-work conflict and female employees' wellbeing, which is verified by H3b. This hypothesis is confirmed by the reality that when female employees need to spend a lot of time and energy to take care of young children at home so that they cannot accept and challenge the promotion opportunities given by their leaders at work, this will affect the perception of wellbeing of female employees.

Model 7 shows that when controlling for the effect of demographic variables on female employees' wellbeing, the regression coefficient of fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing is 0.328, p < 0.05, i.e., fertility intention significantly and positively affects female employees' wellbeing, which is verified by H2. This may be because, based on Chinese social ethics, most women subconsciously perceive that having children is an important aspect to prove their family value or social value. In Chinese society, a woman who is married and delays having children will be under pressure from her neighbors and friends; the difference between male and female births can create a huge disparity in women's family status in some areas. Therefore, most female employees have the idea that having a strong fertility and a healthy and smart baby can prove their value and gain recognition and respect from their families and society. Even the idea of “even if you have three children, you must have a boy” is deeply rooted in the minds of many female employees, especially those from rural areas.

Model 8 shows that after adding female employees' work → family conflict to model 7, the effect of female employees' fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing is still significant, with a regression coefficient of 0.276, p < 0.01. However, the regression coefficient of female employees' work → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing changes from −0.283, p < 0.01 in model 5 to −0.185, p < 0.01, with lower absolute value. Based on the above analysis, it can be seen that fertility intention plays a partially mediating role in the relationship between female employees' work → family conflict and female employees' wellbeing, and H4a was verified.

Model 9 shows that after adding female employees' family → work conflict to model 7, the effect of female employees' fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing is still significant, with a regression coefficient of 0.261, p < 0.01. However, the regression coefficient of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' wellbeing changes from −0.279, p < 0.01 in model 6 to −0.196, p < 0.01, with lower absolute value. Based on the above analysis, it can be seen that fertility intention plays a partially mediating role in the relationship between female employees' family → work conflict and female employees' wellbeing, and H4b is verified.

Next, as suggested by Hayes (60), in order to further confirm the mediating effect, this study continued to use Bootstrap multiple sampling method with 5,000 put-back samples of the sample data. If the 95% confidence interval does not contain 0, the mediation effect is again proven to exist. The results showed that the indirect effect value of female employees' work → family conflict through fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing was 0.121 with a standard error of 0.032 and a 95% confidence interval of (0.040, 0.182), which did not contain 0. H4a was again verified. The indirect effect value of female employees' family → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention is 0.116, standard error is 0.035, 95% confidence interval is (0.051, 0.213), does not contain 0, and H4b is verified again.



5.3.2. Moderating effect test

By placing the control and independent variables into the model in steps, when controlling for the effect of demographic variables on the proportion of husbands who undertake housework, we obtain the results in Table 4. From the results, we can see that the regression coefficient of husband's flexible work pressure on the husband's share of housework is −0.335, p < 0.01. It shows that husband's flexible work pressure has a significant negative correlation on the husband's share of housework, and H5 is verified.


TABLE 4 Test results of direct effect of husband's elastic stress and the husband's share of housework.
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In Table 5, Model 12 examines the moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between work-family conflict and fertility intention. Model 14 examines the moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between family-work conflict and fertility intention. Model 17 test the moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between fertility intention and female employees' wellbeing.


TABLE 5 Test results of direct effect of husband's elastic stress and the husband's share of housework.
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The results of model 12 showed that the interaction term of work → family conflict and husband's share of housework had a significant negative effect on female employees' fertility intentions, β = −0.105, p < 0.01; the results of model 14 showed that the interaction term of family → work conflict and husband's share of housework had a significant negative effect on female employees' fertility intentions, β = −0.117, p < 0.01; model 17 results showed that the interaction term between the husband's share of housework and Fertility intention had a significant positive effect on female employees' wellbeing, β = 0.265, p < 0.01.

Next, the moderating effect of husband's share of housework was plotted based on the suggestion of Aiken and West (61) to classify the level of husband's share of housework as the mean plus or minus one standard deviation. The moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between work-family conflict and female employees' fertility intentions is shown in Figure 2, and the moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between family-work conflict and female employees' fertility intentions is shown in Figure 2. The negative effect of female employees' work → family conflict on fertility intention is not significant when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is high, β = −0.069, p = n.s.; when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is low, the negative effect of female employees' work → family conflict on fertility intention is stronger, β = −0.473, p < 0.001, and H6a is verified. This is consistent with the social experience, when the husband takes on a higher proportion of housework, female employees even if they experience higher work → family conflict, for example, mothers are unable to fulfill their duties as parents to take their children to and from school because of the long commute to and from work and the long work commute, but because the husband takes on a higher proportion of housework, picking up and dropping off children can be done by the husband when the wife is unable to do so, which makes mothers who feel guilty about their first-born children will still have a higher desire to have another child.
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FIGURE 2
 Moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between work → family conflict and fertility intention of female employees.


In Figure 3, the negative effect of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' fertility intentions is not significant when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is high, β = −0.071, p > 0.1; when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is low, the negative effect of female employees' family → work conflict on female employees' fertility intentions is strong, β = −0.486, p < 0.001, H6b was verified. This validation is also consistent with reality. For example, female employees suffer from workplace marginalization and even salary adjustment because their children are weak and sick at home and they often have to take time off during working hours to take their children to the doctor, while their husbands have a lower proportion of family responsibilities and obligations because they are always away on business trips, so that female employees have a stronger intention not to have children again.
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FIGURE 3
 Moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between family → work conflict and fertility intention of female employees.


In Figure 4, the positive effect of fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing is significant when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is high, β = 0.492, p < 0.001; when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is low, the positive effect of fertility intention on female employees' wellbeing is not significant, β = 0.113, p > 0.1, and H8 is verified. Reflecting to the reality, in Chinese society, it is generally believed that marriage must be for the purpose of childbearing, and couples should have at least one child as the family fertility goal. Therefore, there is a certain primitive willingness motivation for female employees to have children, whether due to social pressure or pressure from elders within the family. The strong willingness to have children gives hope to the family, so much so that many couples improve their relationship during pregnancy preparation, couples move together toward one family goal—having children, and female employees' wellbeing in the family field is enhanced. At the same time, due to the spillover effect, the good mood of female employees at home with their husbands will also be brought to the workplace, which will to a certain extent optimize the workplace work status and workplace socialization of female employees, and their wellbeing in the workplace will be enhanced to a certain extent. When the husband takes a high proportion of family responsibilities at home, it generally means that the husband has a strong sense of family responsibility and family belonging. This will make the female employee think that having children is not her business alone, and the stronger her willingness to have children, the stronger the wellbeing she feels in a situation where her husband takes on a higher proportion of household duties.
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FIGURE 4
 Moderating effect of husband's share of housework on the relationship between female employees' fertility intention and wellbeing.


In order to test the mediating effect of the two stages of husband's share of housework being moderated, this study used Bootstrap method for 5,000 put-back sampling of the sample data to estimate the confidence intervals for the indirect effect values under high and low husband's share of housework and the difference between the indirect effect values under high and low husband's share of housework. This is shown in Table 6. As shown in Table 6, the indirect effect value of female employees' work → family conflict affecting female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention is −0.003 with a standard error of 0.026 and a 95% confidence interval of [−0.080, 0.036], including 0, when the husband's share of housework is low; when the husband's share of housework is high, the indirect effect value of female employees' work → family conflict affecting female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention The indirect effect value of female employees' work → family conflict through fertility intention is 0.171, standard error is 0.058, 95% confidence interval is [0.042, 0.277], which does not contain 0. The difference between the indirect effect at high and low levels is −0.174, standard error is 0.064, 95% confidence interval is [−0.298, −0.033], which does not contain 0, indicating that the indirect effect at high and low levels. The difference is significant. The above results suggest that the proportion of husbands taking up housework positively moderates the indirect effect of female employees' work → family conflict on female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention, and H7a is verified.


TABLE 6 Results of the test for mediating effects of being moderated at two stages (work-family conflict for female employees as independent variables).
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As shown in Table 7, the indirect effect of family-work conflict affecting female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention is −0.008 with standard error 0.031 and 95% confidence interval [−0.076, 0.029], including 0, when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is low; the indirect effect of family-work conflict affecting female employees' wellbeing through fertility intention is 0.169 with standard error 0.055 and 95% confidence interval [0.038, 0.280], when the proportion of husbands taking up housework is high. The difference between the indirect effects at the high and low levels is −0.177, with a standard error of 0.068 and a 95% confidence interval of [−0.302, −0.041], which does not contain 0. The difference between the indirect effects at the high and low levels is −0.177, with a standard error of 0.068 and a 95% confidence interval of [−0.302, −0.041], which does not contain 0. The difference is significant. The above results suggest that the proportion of husbands taking up housework positively moderates the indirect effect of family → work conflict on female employees' wellbeing through female employees' fertility intentions, as verified by H7b.


TABLE 7 Results of the test for mediating effects of being moderated at two stages (family-work conflict for female employees as independent variables).
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6. Conclusion

Based on the conservation of resource theory, this study constructs a two-stage mediated model of female employees' work-family conflict affecting female employees' wellbeing being regulated. The results show that work-family conflict (work-family conflict and family-work conflict) negatively affects fertility intention; fertility intention positively affects female employees' wellbeing; fertility intention mediates the relationship between female employees' work-family conflict and female employees' wellbeing; the proportion of husbands taking up housework moderates the relationship between female employees' work-family conflict and fertility intention The relationship between fertility intention and female employees' wellbeing is positively moderated, which in turn moderates the mediating role of fertility intention in the relationship between female employees' work-family conflict and female employees' wellbeing. According to the validation results, all hypotheses were supported by the data.

The results of this study on the impact of work family conflict on childbearing intention are similar to those of Minello et al. (62) on the impact of work family conflict on childbearing of academic teacher mothers. The conclusion of this article on the impact of fertility on female employees' wellbeing confirms Liu and Zhou (63)'s view in the research on the positive relationship between Chinese mothers' second child birth and their wellbeing. The conclusion on the direct effect of work family conflict on happiness in this paper is consistent with that of Carnevale and Hatak (64). Based on the unique evolution of fertility policy in China's national conditions and the public crisis background of the COVID-19 epidemic in a special period, this study takes Chinese female employees as samples, selects variables from the family level, considers the intermediary effect of fertility desire on the relationship between work family conflict and happiness, and takes the proportion of husband's share of household chores as a moderator variable (at the same time, considers the impact of the epidemic background on husband's work pressure under flexible working conditions). This innovative research is a supplement and improvement to the previous research on the relationship between work family and happiness.


6.1. Theoretical contributions

First, this study broadens the research perspective of the work-family interface. In recent years, in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the impact of work-family relationships on employees, an important trend in work-family conflict research from a work perspective is to examine the negative effects of work resources (e.g., social support, schedule control, etc.) and work demands (e.g., work overload, job insecurity, role conflict, time pressure, etc.) on employees in the workplace based on the conservation of resource theory (65–70). However, work-family conflict does not only originate from the work interface, but also from the family interface (71). Therefore, exploring work-family relationships should consider not only work elements but also family elements (72). In this study, we shift the perspective of the study to explore the influencing factors from the family perspective and find that an important indicator of the family element, fertility intention, is affected by work-family conflict and thus affects female employees' wellbeing. This finding contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of the influencing mechanism of work-family conflict, and also enlightens researchers on work-family relationships to examine the role of employee characteristics or behaviors from both work and family perspectives in a dialectical and comprehensive manner.

Second, it enriches the elements of work-family interface research. Previous studies examined the negative effects of work-family conflict on individual wellbeing of one spouse alone (73), ignoring the possible positive effects of their interaction. The conservation of resource theory suggests that individuals will adopt defensive resource strategies to reduce their resource investment in other domains when facing resource loss (74). Both spouses provide resources to the family in a complementary manner, and when the wife needs to consider whether “childbearing” in the family will lead to a loss of family resources, the husband immediately gives more resources—providing more time and energy for housework—as a supplement to family resources, the wife does not feel the loss of family resources at this time and does not adopt a defensive resource strategy, i.e., she does not reduce her resources in other areas outside the family—“work” resource investment.

Third, the impact mechanisms and mitigation conditions of work-family conflict in the context of the COVID-19 new crown epidemic were explored, expanding the application of the conservation of resource theory. Previous studies have less considered the impact of the epidemic on work-family conflict (65). In particular, the impact of the epidemic on work family conflict is seldom considered from the perspective of family factors. This study found that the impact of the epidemic on the husband's work status will further affect the female employee's (wife's) work family conflict, in other words, the flexible work mechanism under the epidemic exposes husbands to a different kind of work stress than before—flexible work stress. According to the conservation of resource theory, individuals always act out of a code of conduct to protect their existing resources from further losses (75). The flexible work stress experienced by husbands causes husbands to feel the depletion of their time and energy resources and affects their time and energy investment in family matters. The results of this study suggest that the interaction between husband and wife attenuates the negative effects of each and thus enhances the overall effectiveness of the family, providing empirical support for the application of the conservation of resource theory to the work-family interface in the context of the epidemic. Furthermore, all data of this study were collected during the epidemic, this makes all sample characteristics have epidemic attribute, so this paper expands the work family research during the epidemic period to a certain extent.



6.2. Practical insights

First, managers should consider not only the direct effects of policies when formulating policies, but also the indirect effects that policies may have on other family members of employees. Most studies have focused on the direct effects of corporate policies on employees' work status and work-family conflict, but based on the conservation of resource theory, the employment policies that male employees encounter in the company will affect their resource allocation in the family domain and thus their family performance. As the family is a business place where both spouses share the same goals, both spouses need to work together to ensure that no loss of total family resources occurs, so the treatment male employees receive in the firm will affect their wives' contribution to the family and further affect their wives' workplace performance. There is ample evidence that a positive work-family relationship not only fits with the organization's social responsibility to focus on employee wellbeing, but also has a positive impact on employee performance in the organization.

Second, managers should develop management policies during an epidemic that are more responsive to the actual needs of employees during an epidemic. In the post-epidemic era, the epidemic will probably coexist with humans for a long time. Unlike the management patterns in other countries, China has adopted dynamic clearance measures to track the epidemic. A typical practice of this management measure is to take the form of restricting the movement of people to block the virus transmission channels and control the spread of the virus. Public health management policies have posed new challenges to business management. Many companies adopted a flexible work system during the epidemic, where employees completed their work targets at home and their performance was assessed on the corporate line. Flexible work stress, an exogenous influence indicator in this study, has been verified in this study for its impact on employees' work at home during the epidemic. Therefore, this paper suggests that under the normalization of the epidemic, it is necessary for enterprises to adopt diverse supervision mechanisms, work patterns, and assessment methods to urge employees to complete their established performance during the implementation of flexible work office, such as online live office, online live meetings, and online approval of daily work content, in order to improve employees' work efficiency and motivation, so as to ensure employees' work performance while optimally easing employees' relationship with family members.

Third, the management of female employees should give due consideration to the family status of female employees. For example, if female employees of marriage and childbearing age have demands for childbirth, they can be recruited to balance the ratio of female employees and stagger the maternity leave of female employees by age staggering to avoid the shortage of labor caused by the concentration of female employees in childbirth. When enterprises can flexibly deal with the problems of female employees' work absence due to their family and social responsibilities, female employees of enterprises will be respected and treated favorably by enterprises and put more enthusiasm into their work, and enterprises will get more benefits and output from female employees, and finally realize the win-win situation of improving employees' wellbeing and increasing enterprises' performance.

Fourth, enterprises should recognize the importance of childcare for female employees. Most employed women in childbearing age (25–39 years old) may withdraw from the labor market due to marriage and raising children (76). At the same time, enterprises can improve the employment competitiveness of female employees and attract high-quality female employees for re-employment through training and re-employment, so as to make up for their skills decline when they leave the labor market. In this regard, the maternity leave policy promoted by China in recent years, that is, 158 days of maternity leave is available for all children who give birth to one or two children while on duty, and 15 days of maternity leave is added for normal and difficult childbirth (cesarean section or twins). At the same time, wages and salaries during the leave are paid by maternity insurance. However, business executives may not support this policy (especially in terms of the length of leave for female employees) due to the shortage of staff. Therefore, human resource managers can consider holding regular symposiums or meetings with supervisors of different business departments in the enterprise to coordinate employees' work family conflicts, so as to help supervisors gain insight into employees' work and life trends, solve employees' work family conflicts, and ultimately have a positive effect on the organization's retention of valuable employees who have been recruited and trained. In addition, improve the organization's employee care policy, for example, to accommodate employees who occasionally have to leave school to pick up their children or take their elderly parents to the hospital in advance, which may also reduce the work family conflict of female employees.



6.3. Research limitations and future research directions

Although this paper has some theoretical and practical merits, there are still some limitations that can continue to be improved in subsequent studies, and there are some valuable questions and research directions that can continue to be advanced in subsequent studies.

First, homology bias was controlled by optimizing the procedure of data collection. The data used in this study were cross-sectional data, and considering the epidemic factor, this study collected data through the Internet, and there were certain industry and regional differences in the samples obtained, while this study collected research scales from female employees and their husbands separately by means of marker matching. However, due to a certain time lag in the relationship between the antecedent variables and the mediating, moderating and outcome variables, the use of data collection between two time points is more likely to avoid Homology bias. Also adopting a follow-up study can further test how the dynamic process of relationship change between couples affects one partner's work-family conflict to further deepen the understanding of the conservation of resource theory at the work-family conflict interface. In addition, future studies can use various means of data acquisition, such as experimental methods, to enhance the external validity and internal validity of the results.

Second, other strategic relationships that exist between work-family conflict and wellbeing can be explored. This study only explored female employees' fertility intentions as a factor influencing female employees' family roles, but there are many factors in the family domain that may influence work-family conflict, such as the health status of family members, widowed or divorced family status, etc. Conducting research and examining different family factors can help to understand the influence mechanism of work-family conflict more comprehensively. In addition, research on how male employees' family role behaviors are influenced by female employees' work factors is also a direction for future researchers to study in depth.

Third, the positive factors of work-family conflict on work are not explored enough. Previous studies have focused on the negative effects of work-family conflict on employees' work, but neglected to explore its positive effects. Chinese people are traditionally known as a hard-working and kind working people. After experiencing work-family conflict, Chinese employees find that they cannot achieve excellence in work or take care of their families by investing their time and energy in work and family in a balanced way. From this perspective, the more intense the work-family conflict is, the more likely it is that employees will devote more enthusiasm and energy to their work, helping the company to achieve growth and efficiency. Fully examining the positive consequences of work-family conflict in either the work domain or the family domain has practical implications for enriching theory and guiding practice, and warrants more in-depth research by future researchers.
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N o
p < 0.05;**p < 0.01.
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