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Purpose: The adverse effects of work-to-family conflict in occupational health fields have been widely concerned. However, we do 
not yet know whether and how work-to-family conflict affects people’s consumption behavior. This study used identity theory as the 
conceptual framework to test the hidden link between work-to-family conflict and conspicuous consumption, the possible underlying 
mechanism of status anxiety, and the boundary condition of work-family centrality.
Methods: We conducted two quantitative studies to test the hypotheses. Study 1 used a cross-sectional survey (N = 486) to test the 
relationship between work-to-family conflict and conspicuous consumption and the mechanism of the relationship. Study 2 used 
a 10-day daily diary survey (Nbetween = 100, Nwithin = 776) to duplicate the results of Study 1 and further test the moderating effect of 
work-family centrality.
Results: We found that work-to-family conflict was positively related to conspicuous consumption, and this relationship was mediated 
by increased status anxiety. Moreover, this mediating effect was more substantial for employees with lower work-family centrality.
Conclusion: This research is the first to link work-to-family conflict and conspicuous consumption theoretically and empirically. The 
findings supported identity theory, adding new knowledge to the consequences of work-to-family conflict and contributing to 
organizations’ prevention and intervention programs on behavioral health issues in work-family conflict.
Keywords: work-to-family conflict, status anxiety, work-family centrality, conspicuous consumption, identity theory, daily diary study

Introduction
Work and family are two critical components of an employee’s life,1 but balancing the demands of work and family can 
be difficult for them in the current society.2,3 With more and more wives going to work, husbands are also asked to take 
on more family responsibilities.4 Work-family conflict among dual-earner families is getting severe.5,6 Especially in fast- 
developing China, people have to work hard to keep up with social development.7 It is more prevalent for work to 
interfere with family than for family to interfere with work.8 Even during the time spent with family, people are often 
asked to deal with work issues. Work-to-family conflict have become more ubiquitous than ever.

Work-to-family conflict (WFC) arises when the demands from work interfere with the fulfillment of family 
obligations.9 Due to its prevalence and the substantial influence it can have on people’s quality of work and life,4 

there has been considerable academic research on the topic of WFC.10,11 Earlier studies on the consequence of WFC 
mainly focused on employees’ mental health (eg, general stress and depression,12,13 burnout,1,14 emotional intelligence, 
and self-efficacy)15 and physical health (eg, coronary heart disease,16 hypertension).17 Recently, research on the impact of 
WFC has also begun to spill over into the behavioral domain, such as aggressive behavior,18 procrastination behavior,19 

and workplace deviance behavior.20 However, these studies have only focused on WFC’s effects on organizational 
behavior. The effects of WFC on the conduct of individuals outside of organizations remain uncertain.
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It is important to note that each employee serves as a person within the company and a consumer in the consumer 
market. Although some studies have found that work status will affect employees’ consumption behavior,21–23 no studies 
have focused on the relationship between employees’ WFC and their consumption behavior. Based on previous studies, 
this research is for the first to link WFC with employees’ consumption behavior. Notably, according to identity 
theory,24,25 we are specifically interested in the impact of WFC on conspicuous consumption. Employees with WFC 
have status anxiety because their work status or family status is often unsatisfactory.24–26 This status-related dissatisfac
tion leads to people engaging in conspicuous consumption to compensate for it.27–30 Therefore, this paper aims to explore 
the working mechanism by which WFC influences conspicuous consumption through status anxiety.

This research includes two studies, the initial validation of the relationship between WFC and conspicuous con
sumption was first conducted by a questionnaire study. However, the demands of work and family that each individual 
faces daily are variable, leading to changes in WFC.31,32 In addition, the tendency to conspicuous consumption is not 
constant and can be triggered by immediate stimuli.33 Previous research has noted that between-person relationships 
cannot extrapolate to within-person when the variables are not stable.34 The findings of the cross-sectional questionnaire 
study are related to between-person relationships and reflect more stable and global construction.5 In contrast, diary data 
allows for a more comprehensive evaluation of everyday WFC perceptions. The findings from these two kinds of data 
may be considerably different due to the contextual effects.35,36 Besides, a daily diary study can improve the ecological 
validity and reduce recall bias.5,32,37 The applicability of the daily diary study technique has been widely utilized in 
work-family interface-related research.5,38,39 So we followed the questionnaire study with a 10-day diary method study, 
which was used to capture subtle changes in individuals’ daily WFC, to discover the within-person relationships.

As an extension of Study 1, Study 2 also included work-family centrality as a moderating variable of the relationship 
between WFC and conspicuous consumption to examine whether the daily association between WFC and conspicuous 
consumption is influenced by stable work-family centrality. Work-family centrality is a value judgment of the relative 
importance of work and family that influences the association between work-family conflict and outcome factors.38,40,41 

It is relatively stable and does not change over time in the short term.38 Therefore, the two studies’ findings can verify the 
association between WFC and conspicuous consumption, mediation processes, and boundary conditions, taking into 
account the between-person and within-person levels.

Since WFC is highly prevalent,10 exploring the effects of WFC on consumption behavior is not a trivial matter, as it 
helps advance our overall picture of the possible aftereffects of WFC. Theoretically, our contribution to the study of the 
work-family interface is to extend the effect of WFC to extra-organizational behavior for the first time. Moreover, 
consumption behavior and general wellbeing are closely related.42,43 Studying the impact of WFC on conspicuous 
consumption has important implications for practice. Our findings can assist organizations in gaining a more thorough 
understanding of the potential repercussions of their employees’ WFC to intervene and advise them. It can also serve as 
a theoretical foundation for employees to scrutinize and comprehend their consumption patterns.

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses
Work-to-Family Conflict and Conspicuous Consumption
People with WFC frequently find it challenging to meet their own and others’ expectations. Dual-earner family members 
have two crucial identities simultaneously: employee and family member. In the study of “identity”, identity theory is one 
of the most commonly used theories.24,44–48 Identity theory suggests that people’s identities are imbued with different 
expectations and meanings.25 Individuals, roles, and groups/societies form the three bases of identity.49 One is expected 
or supposed to be able to perform well in work tasks or performance appraisals in employee identity and fulfill family 
obligations timely in a family member’s identity. Therefore, work-family balance is important for the ought self of 
a dual-earner family member.

Besides, balancing work and family is a fundamental desire for individuals.50 It satisfies the basic needs of 
individuals’ competence and relatedness, which bring them self-esteem, a sense of power, and control.51 However, 
balancing work and family is not easy to achieve. People have limited time, energy, and competencies.52–54 Spending too 
many resources in one domain can affect their performance in the other.52 A meta-analysis showed that WFC might lead 
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to poor employee performance in the family and work domains.55,56 Employees may question their identity as “good” 
family members and workers.52,57

It is repugnant for people to feel insecure about their status or identity. People have an innate drive to reduce this kind 
of self-discrepancy.58 Discrepancies between one’s actual self and ought self can cause people to feel threatened, worried, 
and anxious about their status.28 Among the strategies people use to restore status, consumption behaviors were among 
the first to be shown by researchers.59–61 These consumption behaviors are not functional but rather compensatory. 
Several studies have pointed out that people will likely engage in compensatory consumption when they become aware 
of status insecurity.62–65 As a ubiquitous form of compensatory consumption, conspicuous consumption is often used to 
alleviate self-discrepancies related to status, power, and control.28–30 This consumption behavior does not directly 
eliminate the issues, but it can successfully comfort oneself.66 Research pointed out that people consume conspicuously 
when their status is threatened or they are not successful enough.

In sum, WFC can cause people to underperform at work or home, leaving their desire for work-family balance dashed 
and their basic needs for relationships and competence unfulfilled.51,55,56 Thus, WFC is an essential trigger for perceived 
status or identity insecurity and discrepancies, leading to conspicuous consumption.27,67 Therefore, we hypothesize that 
WFC can be an important antecedent to conspicuous consumption.

Mediating Role of Status Anxiety
WFC can affect people’s psychology because it impacts their self-verification and creates identity insecurity.12,13 Identity 
theory suggests that people will perform self-verification by comparing their authentic and socially-expected selves for 
important identities.24,25 Successful self-verification indicates that people meet society’s expectations successfully. The 
discrepancies between their actual-self and ought-self are negligible, and they can gain status and respect 
accordingly.24,25 Conversely, failure in self-verification indicates that people fail to be the ought-self, predicting great 
self-discrepancies. Status anxiety refers to worry about failing to meet the ideals of success.24–26 People are always 
anxious about their status, especially when they “concerned about being devalued”.68 In the two most important domains 
of work and family, according to identity theory,24,25 people complete their self-verification by performing “good” both 
in the work and family domain, that is, acquiring work-family balance. They are considered to have status and value 
when they can fulfill both their work assignments and family obligations. However, WFC breaks the balance, making 
people’s self-verification fail and creating self-discrepancies. Discrepancies between actual-self and ought-self can induce 
agitation-related emotions.28 In this context, people may be trapped in status anxiety.

When people perceive self-discrepancies in status, they may use compensatory consumption to resolve those 
discrepancies.27,28,69,70 Many studies have shown that people view conspicuous consumption as psychological comfort 
and compensation for unmet needs.27,30,66 Acquiring status is one of the main motivations for consumption behavior.71 

When a person perceives that they are about to lose their status or are dissatisfied with the status they have gained, they 
use status conspicuous products to “show off” their status as if they are successful.62,64,72 Hence, individuals with a sense 
of self- discrepancy in status tend to adopt more conspicuous consumption to reduce the discrepancy and protect 
themselves from threats symbolically.

According to identity theory, WFC could create status anxiety by undermining people’s self-verification processes and 
creating self-discrepancies.24,25 Taken together, when employees experience WFC, they may be stuck in status anxiety 
and engage in conspicuous consumption to gain transient alleviation of anxiety.30,60,66,73 In other words, status anxiety is 
a mechanism behind the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption.

Moderating Role of Work-Family Centrality
The mediating effect of status anxiety in the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption may vary with 
individual traits. It is significant to understand the boundary conditions of this mechanism of action for organizations to 
adopt corresponding interventions. Work-family centrality is one of the most critical personal traits in work-family 
interface research,38,40,41 which refers to the relative importance of work and family roles.40 High work-family centrality 
means that people value their work more than their family. People put more effort into a more salient identity and engage 
in more behaviors related to that identity because high performance in that identity is more satisfactory.25,74 Therefore, 
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individuals with high work-family centrality are willing to spend more resources (time, energy, and competencies) at 
work. Accordingly, success in the work domain is more meaningful for their self-verification and more favorable for self- 
actualization.

Previous research figured out that work-family centrality can attenuate the negative relationship between WFC and 
employees’ attitudes toward the organization,40 attenuate the positive relationship between job meaning and employee 
emotional commitment,41 and exacerbate the positive relationship between private smartphone use at work and employee 
emotional exhaustion.38 These findings suggest that employees’ responses to the work situation will vary by work-family 
centrality. Employees with high work-family centrality are more likely to tolerate the conflict caused by work (vs family) 
and accept the poor performance in the family (vs work) in terms of attributions. They tend to blame WFC on the family 
role.40 This attribution could lead to a weaker effect of WFC on work-related outcomes.40 Although performance in the 
family domain might be obstructed,9 there would be little impact on self-verification because poor performance in a less 
central role (ie, family) poses less threat to the self.75 The success of self-verification of employees with high work- 
family centrality depends mainly on their performance at work, not on whether they fulfill their family obligations. As 
a result, even if their work interferes with the family, they may not be bothered much.

Hence, employees with high work-family centrality do not have strong negative emotions when they cannot obtain 
the work-family balance due to WFC. That is, WFC cannot impact their self-verification much and does not lead to 
severe status anxiety.25 Conversely, employees with low work-family centrality will value the family’s demands more, so 
it is hard for them to tolerate work interference with the family. The poor performance in the family domain is fatal to 
their self-verification of family membership and predicts high levels of status anxiety in the context of WFC. As status 
anxiety is increased, so will the individual’s propensity for conspicuous consumption.

Drawing on the previous inferences and evidence to date, the effect of WFC on employees’ conspicuous consumption 
through increased status anxiety varies with their work-family centrality. To sum up, the full conceptual model we are 
testing includes mediation and moderation. Based on identity theory,24,25 WFC frustrates the self-verification process and 
generates status anxiety, leading to conspicuous consumption. Work-family centrality moderates the first link of this 
process. Thus, the hypotheses were proposed as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Work-to-family conflict is positively related to conspicuous consumption.

Hypothesis 2: Status anxiety mediates the relationship between work-to-family conflict and conspicuous consumption.

Hypothesis 3: Work-family centrality moderates the relationship between employees’ work-to-family conflict and status 
anxiety. Specifically, the positive relationship is stronger for employees with lower work-family centrality.

Hypothesis 4: The mediating effect of status anxiety in the relationship between work-to-family conflict and conspicuous 
consumption will be moderated by work-family centrality. Specifically, the first link in this mediation process is more 
substantial for employees with low work-family centrality.

The Present Study
The current research had three purposes. Firstly, to explore the potential association between WFC and conspicuous 
consumption. Secondly, to explore the mediating role of status anxiety in this relationship. Thirdly, to investigate the 
moderating role of work-family centrality in this process. The contributions of this research are fourfold. Firstly, the 
present study examined the effect of WFC on employees’ consumption behavior based on identity theory, which provides 
a new theoretical perspective for the research of the work-family interface. Secondly, this is the first study to link WFC 
and consumption behavior together, extending WFC’s behavioral health-related outcomes. Thirdly, our study contributes 
to the extant research on the antecedents of status anxiety. This study figured out that the ubiquitous WFC could also be 
a source of self- discrepancy in inducing status anxiety. Finally, our study echoes previous researchers’ calls to explore 
the moderating role of work-family centrality in WFC contexts.76 The results help organizations design interventions to 
decrease employees’ status anxiety and subsequent irrational consumption behavior. To achieve these purposes, we will 
conduct a cross-sectional study to preliminarily explore the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption and 
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the mediating mechanism. Furtherly, we conducted a 10-day diary study to obtain a more precise relationship between 
WFC and conspicuous consumption and the moderating role of work-family centrality in the relationship. The full 
conceptual model was shown in Figure 1.

Study 1: Questionnaire Study
A cross-sectional study was used in Study 1, which is generally used in studies on work-family interface.5 In Study 1, we 
tested two Hypotheses: 1. the effect of WFC on conspicuous consumption (Hypothesis 1); 2. the mediating role of status 
anxiety in the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption (Hypothesis 2).

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedure
The questionnaires for Study 1 were distributed by way of junior high school students taking them home to their parents. 
The following day, the students returned to school with the completed questionnaires and gave them to the researcher. 
Participants received assurances that all information provided would be treated in strict confidence and that only the 
researchers would see the completed questionnaires. The local ethics committee gave its approval to the study. All 
participants gave informed consent and were not paid. We began the survey with questions about employment status and 
asked for their contact information (cell phone number or email address) at the end of the questionnaire for the follow-up 
study. Only questionnaires from full-time employees were deemed valid. Of the total 756 questionnaires, 486 were valid. 
Of the 486 employees in the final sample, about half (50.4%) were males. The mean age of all the participants was 41.04 
years (SD = 4.34). The educational backgrounds of the participants ranged from 8th grade to graduate school, with 46.5% 
having completed junior college and above. Most of the sample had worked for more than three years (78.6%). 82.3% 
had an annual household income of more than 100,000 RMB (approximately US$14,152).

Measures
A translation and back-translation method was applied to translate the English-language scales into Chinese in both study 
1 and study 2. The second and third authors first translated the English scales into Chinese, and we invited two bilingual 
Ph.D. students to translate them into English. Four students compared the discrepancies in each item to ensure the 
meaning of items in the Chinese scale was as close as possible to the original ones.

WFC was estimated using a subscale of the Work-family Conflict Scale developed by Carlson et al.77 This scale 
includes two aspects of the work-family conflict: work-to-family conflict (WFC) and family-to-work conflict (FWC). 
Compared with FWC, WFC has been demonstrated to be more widespread and to have a more significant influence on an 
individual’s life.8,78 Hence, we only focused on the WFC aspect. Three dimensions, time-based WFC, strain-based WFC, 
and behavior-based WFC, were used to estimate the generic WFC. Every dimension was assessed using three items. 
A five-point scale was used for rating the items by the participants. An example item is “My job takes me away from my 
family campaigns”. 1 represented “totally disagree”, and 5 represented “totally agree”. The scores of all nine items were 
averaged. The higher the average score is, the higher the WFC. The current scale’s reliability and validity have been 
found suitable in the context of China.79,80 The Cronbach’s alpha in the present study is 0.82.

Status anxiety was measured using the six-item Status Anxiety Scale developed in the Chinese context by Wang and 
Zhu.81 Example items are “I get upset at the thought of my social status now” and “I feel comfortable with my present 
social status” (reverse coded). Items were scored on a five-point scale (1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree). 

Work-to-family conflict Conspicuous consumptionStatus anxiety

Work-family centrality
L2: Between-person

L1: Within-person

Figure 1 The hypothesized moderated mediation model.
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Answers across the six items were averaged. The higher the score, the higher the level of status anxiety. Cronbach’s alpha 
of the scale was 0.81 in the original study. In the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.70.

The eighteen-item Conspicuous Consumption Scale developed by Marcoux et al82 was used to assess five dimensions 
of conspicuous consumption: materialistic hedonism, affiliations or dissociations, status symbols, interpersonal inter
mediaries, and ostentations. In this study, we removed the word “western” from the original items, as many well-known 
Chinese brands also have the properties of conspicuousness. For example, in the item “People buy western products to 
enhance their image”, the phrase “western products” was simplified to “products”. The participants used a seven-point 
scale to answer each item, where 1 represented “totally disagree” and 7 represented “totally agree”. The scores of the 
eighteen items were averaged. The final score represents the willingness of the participants to adopt conspicuous 
consumption. The current scale’s reliability and validity have been found good in the context of China.83 The 
Cronbach alpha of this scale in the present study is 0.96.

Control variable. Four variables were controlled in Study 1. Gender (1 = male; 2 = female) was controlled because 
men were less interested in conspicuous consumption than women.84 Education level (1 represented “high school and 
below”; 4 represented “master’s level and above”) was controlled because this characteristic could contribute to the 
social hierarchy, which is associated with status anxiety.85 Work tenure (1 represented “less than one year”; 3 represented 
“more than three years”) was controlled because it could be regarded as a resource to alleviate the work-family conflict.86 

Age was controlled because work-family centrality differed significantly among the different age groups.87 Finally, as 
income was associated with employees’ status anxiety and conspicuous consumption,88,89 annual household income was 
also included as a control variable (1= $7070 and below; 6= $70,700 and above). Except age, all the other control 
variables were transformed into dummy variables before data analysis.

Analysis Strategy
In Study 1, The hypotheses were tested with multiple linear regression by SPSS 25.0 and the SPSS PROCESS macros,90 

which have been widely applied in recent studies.91–93 Bootstrapping was employed to examine the significance of the 
direct and the moderate effects. Specifically, Hypothesis 1 was examined via multiple linear regression. Hypothesis 2 was 
examined via SPSS PROCESS Model 4. 5000 iterations of bootstraps generated the bootstrap-based 95% confidence 
intervals with bias correction for simple effects.

Results
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 1 shows the descriptive statistics and correlations of the variables. WFC was both positively linked with 
conspicuous consumption (r = 0.20, p < 0.001), which preliminarily supported Hypothesis 1.

Confirmatory Factor Analyses
Confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) are used to assess the discriminant validity of these measures and eliminate the 
concern of the common source bias of data in this study. We used AMOS 24 software to compare two measurement 
models: the one-factor model and the hypothesized ten-factor model encompassing the three dimensions of WFC, status 

Table 1 Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations Among Research Variables in Study 1

Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender 1.50 0.50

2. Age 41.04 4.34 0.32***

3. Education 1.71 0.87 0.08 0.03
4. Tenure 2.72 0.58 0.12** 0.02 0.19***

5. Income 3.92 1.34 0.01 –0.02 0.29*** 0.13**

6. WFC 2.83 0.80 0.17*** 0.07 0.001 0.05 −0.05
7. SA 2.60 0.67 0.02 –0.06 –0.09* −0.05 –0.24*** 0.30***

8. CC 3.40 1.14 –0.01 0.08 0.06 0.06 0.04 0.20*** 0.18***

Note: N = 486; WFC= work-to-family conflict; SA= status anxiety; CC= conspicuous consumption; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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anxiety, five dimensions of conspicuous consumption, and the work-to-family centrality. In the one-factor model, all the 
items are loaded onto a single factor. For the hypothesized ten-factor model, the items are loaded onto their hypothetical 
constructs. The results show that the hypothesized ten-factor model (χ2/df = 3.37; CFI = 0.88; NFI = 0.84; IFI = 0.88; 
RMSEA = 0.07) fits the data well and better than the one-factor model (χ2/df = 10.21; CFI = 0.51; NFI = 0.49; IFI = 0.51; 
RMSEA = 0.14), supporting the discriminant validity.

Hypothesis Testing
Table 2 illustrates the regression results for direct effects and indirect effects. Hypothesis 1 predicted that WFC would 
positively correlate with conspicuous consumption. The results in Table 2 (M2) showed that employees’ WFC was positively 
related to their willingness to conspicuous consumption (B = 0.289, SE= 0.064, p < 0.001), thus Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 assumed that status anxiety mediated the effect of WFC on conspicuous consumption. Table 2 (M1) 
showed that the relationship between WFC and status anxiety is significantly positive (B = 0.247, SE = 0.036, p < 0.001). 
The relationship between status anxiety and conspicuous consumption is significantly positive (M3, B = 0.279, SE = 
0.081, p < 0.001). Moreover, the simple mediating effect of status anxiety was significant (B = 0.069, 95% CI = [0.028, 
0.113]). The direct effect of WFC on conspicuous consumption was also significant (B = 0.220, 95% CI = [0.089, 
0.351]). The indirect mediation effect was 23.88% of the total effect. The path coefficient is shown in Figure 2. Thus, 
Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Study 2: Daily Diary Study
WFC may vary slightly across workdays,31 and its consequences may vary accordingly.32 Similarly, conspicuous consumption 
behavior could be driven by immediate stimulus (such as winning a competition).33 Therefore, it is necessary to use a daily diary 
approach to capture the dynamics of WFC and conspicuous consumption and examine the relationship between them. The daily 
diary methodology has been widely used in recent management and psychology research.39,94–97 It allows assessing dynamic 
processes in everyday life, detecting small changes, improving ecological validity, and reducing recall bias.5,32,37 Thus, Study 2 
used a daily diary methodology to reach the three objectives: 1. replicate the results of Study 1 by using diary study data with 
repeated measurements over ten consecutive working days; 2. examine the moderating role of stable work-family centrality 
between daily WFC and daily status anxiety (Hypothesis 3); 3. test the integrative moderated mediation model (Hypothesis 4).

Materials and Methods
Participants and Procedure
213 of the subjects in Study 1 left their contact information. After the researchers contacted them through these contacts 
and explained the purpose and procedures of Study 2, 128 were willing to participate in the daily diary study. Participants 
complete questionnaires on ten consecutive days and are used to repeatedly measure their daily WFC, status anxiety, and 

Table 2 Regression Results for Direct and Indirect Effects in Study 1

Variables Status Anxiety Conspicuous Consumption

M1 M2 M3

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Gender 0.012 0.061 –0.185 0.109 –0.189 0.108

Age –0.013 0.007 0.024* 0.012 0.028* 0.012

Education –0.017 0.035 0.062 0.062 0.067 0.061
Tenure –0.034 0.050 0.087 0.090 0.096 0.089

Income –0.108*** 0.022 0.028 0.039 0.058 0.040

WFC 0.247*** 0.036 0.289*** 0.064 0.220** 0.067
SA 0.279*** 0.081

R2 0.149 0.055** 0.078***

Note: N = 486; WFC= work-to-family conflict; SA= status anxiety; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S388190                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                          
45

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                            Gong et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


tendency to conspicuous consumption. A WeChat group was established to communicate with the participants and 
distribute the daily questionnaire. Each night at 9 pm, the researcher posted a link to the daily questionnaire in the 
WeChat group so that the participants could fill it out before going to bed.14 Participants received the link to our daily 
questionnaire for ten consecutive working days. Specifically, we explained the purpose of the study, informed all 
participants of the study procedures, and obtained their informed consent before the study.

The demographic information and work-family centrality was between-person variables and only measured once on 
a weekend evening because they do not change over short periods.38,98 Of the 128 participants, 28 had less than five days 
of cumulative questionnaires, so their data were excluded. In the end, the 100 participants filled out 776 questionnaires 
for an average of 7.76 days per participant. These samples are sufficient because they could meet the sample require
ments for diary studies as proposed by Scherbaum and Ferreter.99 Of the 100 participants, 42 were male, the mean age 
was 36.47 years (SD = 8.07), and almost all participants had an education level above junior college (94.0%). Most of the 
sample had worked for more than three years (78.6%). 68.0% had an annual household income of more than 100,000 
RMB (approximately US$14,152).

Measures
Diary Questionnaires (Within-Person Variables) 
We included “today” in each item description for the daily-level variable scales to accommodate the daily diary test.31 In 
addition, because the items in daily-level should be filled in the daily questionnaire for ten consecutive working days, we 
simplified the measurement scale to shorten the time for the participants to complete the questionnaire every day.100,101

Daily WFC was assessed using the three-item Work-family Conflict Scale from Netemeyer, Boles, and Mcmurrian102 

and Hill103 and was revised to the daily level. The items were “To what extent does your work interfere with your family 
today?”, “To what extent does your work leave you feeling like you do not have enough time or energy for family matters 
today?” and “How much your work prevents you from doing something family-related today” (1 = totally disagree, 5 = 
totally agree). Answers across the three items were averaged. The higher the score, the higher the WFC. This scale has 
shown good reliability and validity in a recent Daily Diary study on WFC.104 The mean Cronbach’s alpha was 0.83 in 
this study.

Daily status anxiety was measured using the 5-item Status Anxiety Scale developed by Keshabyan and Day.105 The 
items were revised to adapt to the daily diary methodology by adding “today” in the item description. An example item 
was, “Today, I worry about my current low position”. Items were scored on a five-point scale (1 = totally disagree, 5 = 
totally agree). Answers across the five items were averaged. The higher the score, the higher the status anxiety. This scale 
has shown good reliability and validity in a recent study.106 The mean Cronbach’s alpha was 0.79 in this study.

Daily conspicuous consumption was measured by a scenario-based questionnaire. This approach has been extensively 
used in studies measuring the intention for conspicuous consumption.64,72,107 Participants were asked to choose between 
two pictures of a product. These products were selected from a pre-survey (188 working couples) of the top ten products 
that were perceived to be the most conspicuous. The products in the two pictures were identical, but the size and 
visibility of the brand logo were different. The size and visibility of the logos indicated the degree of 
conspicuousness.64,72,107 Specifically, participants were asked to imagine buying a high-end dress, hat, or shoes (which 
varied from day to day). Participants were then asked to score on a seven-point Likert scale. Pictures of these two 

Work-to-family conflict Conspicuous consumption

Status anxiety

0.247*** 0.279***

0.220**

B = 0.069, 95% CI = [0.028, 0.113]

Figure 2 Mediation model test for Study 1. 
Note: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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products were placed on either side of the scale. On the left were those logos that were least visible or small in size, and 
on the right were those that were most visible or large. The higher the score, the greater the participant’s preference for 
conspicuous consumption. The product pictures used in this experiment were repeated every five days to exclude other 
confounding factors that might influence participants’ choices, such as product type.108

General Questionnaire (Between-Person Variables) 
The demographic variables and work-family centrality variables were only measured once because they remained steady 
over a short period of time.38,98 The measurements were the same for the control variables (gender, age, education, 
tenure, income) as those in Study 1. Work-family centrality was assessed by a five-item Work-family Centrality Scale 
developed by Carr et al.40 A five-point scale was applied to answer each item by the participants (eg, “In my opinion, one 
should put work first rather than family first”); 1 indicated “totally disagree” and 5 indicated “totally agree”. The scores 
of the five items were averaged; the final scores represent the importance of work relative to the family. This scale has 
demonstrated good reliability and validity in the Chinese context.109,110 In Study 2, the mean Cronbach’s alpha was 0.83. 
The control variables in Study 2 include gender, age, education level, tenure, and income, as in Study 1. All the other 
control variables were transformed into dummy variables before data analysis except age.

Analysis Strategy
Multi-level Linear models (MLM) were employed to analyze the nested data. The multi-level data comprised within 
person (Level 1; Nwithin = 776 study occasions) nested in the between person (Level 2; Nbetween = 100 participants). 
Mplus 7.4 software was applied to analyze the multi-level data.111 Following Ohly et al94 suggestion, the predictors in the 
within-person level (WFC, status anxiety, conspicuous consumption) were centered on the group mean. The predictors in 
the between-person level (work-family centrality) were centered on the grand mean. The effects in the models were 
estimated based on the maximum likelihood method suggested by Preacher et al112,113 Demographic variables 
(ie, gender, age, education level, tenure, and annual household income) were controlled at the person level.

Results
To ascertain whether the data are required for multi-level analysis, we first looked at the intra-class correlation coefficient 
(ICC) of the daily measured variables. The ICC shows the proportion of unexplained variation in the model that can be 
assigned to the grouping variable, relative to the total unexplained variation (within and between variance).114,115 The 
ICC values in Table 3 (ranges from 0.25 to 0.73) were greater than the suggested threshold of 0.059 for multi-level 
analysis,116 indicating the necessary of multilevel analysis.

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Table 3 presents the descriptive statistics and correlations among variables in Study 2. The results in Table 3 showed that 
WFC was positively associated with conspicuous consumption in within-person level (r = 0.18, p < 0.001) and in 
between-person level (r = 0.24, p < 0.05). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was preliminarily supported and the result of Study 1 was 
replicated.

Confirmatory Factor Analyses
Before testing the hypotheses, we used Mplus 7.4 software to run TWO-LEVEL CFA analyses to assess the discriminant 
validity of these measurements and to eliminate concerns about common source bias in the questionnaire data in study 2. 
Work-family centrality was in the second level, WFC and status anxiety were in the first level, and these three variables 
were unidimensional. Conspicuous consumption (dependent variable) was not placed in the CFA model because it 
contained only one item. The CFA results show that the three-factor model (ie, WFC + status anxiety + work-family 
centrality) fits the data well (χ2/df = 2.60; CFI = 0.94; TLI = 0.93; SRMRwithin = 0.06; SRMRbetween = 0.05) and much 
better than the two-factor model collapsing the daily measured variable (WFC and status anxiety) into one factor (χ2/df = 
11.78; CFI = 0.61; TLI = 0.51; SRMR within = 0.18; SRMR between = 0.19). These results supported the discriminant 
validity.
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Hypothesis Testing
The hypotheses were put to the test across four MLMs, and the estimates were displayed in Table 4. Gender, age, 
education, tenure, and income were controlled for as between-person variables. The first model (M1) was used to test the 
relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption (Hypothesis 1). In the within-person level, conspicuous 
consumption was regressed onto WFC. In the between-person level, conspicuous consumption was regressed onto 
controls. As shown in M1, the results supported the Hypothesis 1 that employees’ WFC was positive related with 
conspicuous consumption (B = 0.390, SE = 0.082, p < 0.001). Thus, these results replicate the findings in Study 1.

The second model (M2) examined the mediating role of status anxiety in the relationship between WFC and 
conspicuous consumption (Hypothesis 2). In M2, gender, age, education, tenure, and income were controlled at the 
between-person level. At the within-person level, the regression coefficients of status anxiety were tested by including 
conspicuous consumption as the dependent variable while controlling for WFC. The results showed a significant positive 
relationship between status anxiety and conspicuous consumption (B = 0.498, SE = 0.169, p < 0.01). To further test the 

Table 3 Means, Standard Deviations, Intra-Class Correlations, and Correlations Among Variables in Study 2

Variables Mean SDwithin SDbetween ICC 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Gender 1.57 0.50 0.50 –0.11 –0.06 0.02 –0.19 0.15 0.06 –0.06 –0.18

2. Age 36.47 8.07 7.86 –0.11** –0.42*** 0.29** –0.29** –0.04 0.15 –0.15 0.18

3. Education 2.94 0.87 0.87 –0.03 –0.45*** –0.01 0.55*** 0.12 –0.11 0.10 0.01

4. Tenure 2.58 0.71 0.70 0.04 0.31*** 0.00 0.03 0.19 0.07 0.01 0.16

5. INC 4.29 1.51 1.52 –0.15*** –0.30*** 0.55*** 0.03 0.06 –0.16 0.14 –0.05

6. WFC(D) 2.63 1.07 0.84 0.56 0.16*** –0.04 0.13*** 0.19*** 0.09* 0.24* 0.47*** 0.08

7. CC(D) 3.08 2.13 1.28 0.25 0.01 0.10** –0.06 0.06 –0.09* 0.18*** 0.15 0.20*

8. SA(D) 2.52 0.83 0.75 0.73 –0.04 –0.15*** 0.09* 0.01 0.13*** 0.43*** 0.14*** –0.01

9. CEN 2.46 0.72 0.78 –0.17*** 0.20*** –0.02 0.15*** –0.10** 0.02 0.12** –0.06

Notes: Nbetween = 100, Nwithin= 776; INC = annual household income; WFC= work-to-family conflict; CC= conspicuous consumption; SA= status anxiety; CEN= work- 
family centrality; (D) = daily measurement. ICC = intraclass correlation; Correlations below the diagonal are the within-person correlations; correlations above the diagonal 
are between-person correlations; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 4 Multilevel Estimates for Models Predicting Status Anxiety and Conspicuous Consumption

Variables Conspicuous Consumption Conspicuous Consumption Status Anxiety

M1 M2 M3

Estimate SE Estimate SE Estimate SE

Intercept 1.979 1.104 1.980 1.104 2.869*** 0.672

Gender –0.022 0.252 −0.020 0.252 –0.085 0.156

Age 0.020 0.018 0.020 0.018 –0.014 0.011
Education –0.029 0.175 –0.028 0.175 –0.014 0.106

Tenure –0.012 0.184 –0.011 0.184 0.051 0.112

Income –0.112 0.097 –0.112 0.097 0.047 0.059
WFC(D) 0.390*** 0.082 0.273** 0.090 0.227*** 0.031

SA(D) 0.498** 0.169

CEN 0.002 0.099
WFC × CEN –0.108** 0.041

Residual variance (Day) 3.358*** 0.183 3.316*** 0.181 0.155*** 0.009

Residual variance (Person) 0.982*** 0.206 0.981*** 0.206 0.508*** 0.075

Notes: Nbetween = 100, Nwithin = 776; WFC= work-to-family conflict; SA= status anxiety; CEN= work-family centrality; (D) = daily measure
ment; **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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mediation effect, this study applied Monte Carlo sampling 1000 times, and the results showed that the mediation effect 
was 0.111 (SE = 0.039, p < 0.01, 95% CI= [0.047, 0.176]). Therefore, the mediation effect was significant. The path 
coefficient is shown in Figure 3. Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported, and the result in study 1 was replicated.

The third model (M3) examined the moderating role of centrality in the relationship between WFC and status anxiety 
(Hypothesis 3). Before the test, following Ohly et al94 suggestion, the predictors in the within-person level (ie, WFC) 
were centered on the group mean. The predictors in the between-person level (ie, work-family centrality) were centered 
on the grand mean. After the centrality treatments, the between-person variable (work-family centrality) was implemen
ted as a predictor of the slope of the relationship between WFC and status anxiety. At the same time, gender, age, 
education, tenure, and income were controlled as between-person variables to conduct a cross-level moderating effect 
test. The results in M3 showed that the interaction effect of WFC and work-family centrality on status anxiety was 
significant (B = –0.108, SE = 0.041, p < 0.01). Then, to examine the interaction effect in more detail, a simple slope test 
was performed, followed by Preacher et al,105 The results showed that the effect of daily WFC on daily status anxiety 
was weaker when work-family centrality was high (B = 0.145, SE = 0.004, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.072, 0.217]), and 
stronger when work-family centrality was low (B = 0.312, SE = 0.047, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.234, 0.389]). In addition, 
the difference in the effects between the two groups was significant (B = –0.167, SE = 0.064, p < 0.01, 95% CI = 
[–0.273, –0.061]). The interaction plot was shown in Figure 4. Thus, Hypothesis 3 was supported.

To test hypothesis 4, with conspicuous consumption as the outcome variable, the operation of the whole model produces 
a significant moderating effect of work-family centrality (B = –0.102, SE = 0.046, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [–0.178, –0.027]). 
Specifically, the mediating effect of status anxiety in the relationship between daily WFC and conspicuous consumption 
was weaker for individuals with high work-family centrality (B = 0.097, SE = 0.036, p < 0.01, 95% CI = [0.038, 0.157]), and 

Work-to-family conflict Conspicuous consumption

Status anxiety

0.223*** 0.498**

0.273**

B = 0.111, 95% CI = [0.047, 0.176]

Figure 3 Mediation model test for Study 2. 
Note: **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
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Figure 4 Interaction effect of work-to-family conflict and work-family centrality on status anxiety in Study 2.
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stronger for individuals with low work-family centrality (B = 0.200, SE = 0.057, p < 0.001, 95% CI = [0.107, 0.293]). The 
results were displayed in Table 5. Taken together, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Discussion
The study drew on identity theory24,25 to conceptualize the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption. 
The results from a cross-sectional survey and a daily diary study supported the hypothesized model. They showed that 
WFC predicted conspicuous consumption intentions by increasing status anxiety. In particular, WFC was a more 
substantial daily predictor of conspicuous consumption for individuals with lower work-family centrality.

Theoretical Implications
This study contributes to the literature in the following aspects. First, our paper provides a new theoretical perspective for 
future research on the work-family interface. Previous studies have mainly studied the impact of WFC on people from 
the theory of Conservation of Resources.52,55,117,118 However, for the two crucial identities of work and family, the 
success of people’s self-verification of these two identities will certainly affect people’s psychology and behavior. Our 
study suggested that WFC makes it difficult for people to complete self-verification, resulting in the difference between 
the actual self and the ought self, leading to status anxiety. Thus, our study can serve not only as a test of identity theory 
but also as a new attempt to use a new theory for research on the work-family interface.

Second, this study adds to the previous literature on the extra-organizational behavioral consequences of WFC. This study 
takes into account the diversity of employees’ roles and argues that the impact of WFC on employees should also be diverse. In 
particular, the impact of work-family conflict on employees’ behavior is not limited to the internal organization, but may also 
have an impact on extra-organizational behavior. While previous studies have primarily focused on the negative psychological 
and organizational behaviors of WFC, our study broadens the impact of WFC to a ubiquitous behavior—consumer behavior. 
Previous findings on the effects of WFC include mental health,1,3,12–14 physical health,16,17 and the emerging results on 
behavioral health.18–20 The present study joins these studies to demonstrate that WFC impacts employees’ behavioral health 
by elucidating the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption. In this sense, our study contributes to 
constructing a complete picture of WFC outcome variables.

Furthermore, the present study also enriches the negative psychological consequences of WFC. Our study showed 
that in the context of WFC, employees would experience status anxiety which is a kind of agitation-related emotion.28 

Previous studies have shown that WFC can lead to negative psychological states, such as dissatisfaction, exhaustion, 
stress, depression, and other dejection-related emotions.1,3,12–14 Through factor analysis, cluster analysis, and circular 
scaling, psychologists found that dejection-related emotions and agitation-related emotions are two different negative 
emotional states, which are also distinguished in many clinical literatures.28 In this sense, our study enriches the results of 
previous studies on the impact of WFC on people’s mental health.

Besides, the current study contributes to a broader understanding of how employee status anxiety develops. As status 
anxiety can cause severe problems for individuals and society (eg, weight problems, drug use, and social mobility),119 the 
risk factors for increasing status anxiety have received much attention in previous studies (eg, sociocultural and income 
inequality85,106,120 and social comparison).121 The findings of this paper suggested that daily WFC as a chronic stressor 
should also be considered regarding its positive relationship with status anxiety.

Finally, our study expands the prior research on work-family centrality in the work-family interface which focused 
primarily on the centrality moderating role of WFC-related or family related issues,40,109,122 by examining the 

Table 5 Regression Results for the Moderated Mediation Effect

Model Mediation Effect SE 95% Confidence Interval

Low work-family centrality 0.200 0.057 [0.107, 0.293]
High work-family centrality 0.097 0.036 [0.038, 0.157]

Moderated mediation effect –0.102 0.046 [–0.178, –0.027]

Note: Nbetween = 100, Nwithin = 776.
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moderating role of work-family centrality on the effect of WFC on employees’ status anxiety. Earlier researchers have 
called for more exploration of the moderating effect of work-family centrality on the relationship between work-family 
conflict and its consequences.66 In responding to the call, we found that the work-family centrality, as an individual trait, 
could buffer the effect of WFC on status anxiety even at the daily level.

Practical Implications
Our research has several important practical implications. Firstly, this study identifies WFC as a hidden cause of 
conspicuous consumption. Admittedly, conspicuous consumption is a kind of irrational consumer which has been linked 
with many negative outcomes.123–125 Employees and organizations should be aware of the adverse effects of WFC on 
this irrational consumption behavior. Employees are suggested to seek solutions to alleviate WFC to mitigate their 
conspicuous consumption tendency. Unfortunately, WFC will not be eliminated quickly and directly. Even so, employees 
should understand that conspicuous consumption is only an irrational means temporarily to relieve the anxiety caused by 
work-family conflicts. It should be curtailed. Meantime, based on our findings, companies can provide welfare to meet 
the consumption needs of employees with great WFC. For example, managers can present goods with conspicuous 
characteristics (eg, suitcases with distinctive logos) as employee benefits to satisfy their conspicuous intentions.

Secondly, unlike previous studies’ findings that WFC can cause dejection-related emotions,1,3,12–14 our findings show 
that WFC may cause status anxiety. These two types of negative emotions are clinically different and should be taken 
seriously by organizations and employees. Besides, the results of this study remind researchers and organizations that 
status anxiety arises not only in the context of inequality and social comparison but also in daily work interfering with 
family. Organizations could offer training sessions about coping with WFC and arrange family-friendly practices 
(eg, invite family members to visit employees’ offices and learn about what they do to gain more family support) to 
reduce employees’ WFC and status anxiety.20,126

Finally, our findings show that work-family centrality moderates the relationship between WFC and status anxiety. The 
practical implications of such a finding might be two-fold. First, managers could strengthen employees’ work identity to 
alleviate the adverse effects of WFC, for example, by emphasizing the importance and meaning of employees’ work and 
giving more supervisor support to help employees achieve self-actualization at work.5,41 Second, although employees’ work- 
family centrality is usually stable and hard to change,98 organizations could supply differentiated management by identifying 
employees’ work-family centrality. For example, when selecting candidates for jobs with high work demands, organizations 
could consider their level of work-family centrality to help them achieve work-family balance.

Limitations and Future Directions
Although a cross-sectional survey and a daily diary study were used to ensure the rigor of the conclusion, some 
limitations still need to be considered. Firstly, we only looked into the boundary condition of work-family centrality 
in the association between WFC and status anxiety. Existing research notes that some positive psychology, such as trait 
mindfulness, can be used to mitigate the adverse effects of WFC.127 Future studies may consider positive psychology 
(such as mindfulness) as a boundary condition for the relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption. Such 
research may provide actionable recommendations on how companies and employees can manage and address the 
negative effects of WFC, such as a mindfulness-based training intervention.128

Second, we only looked at one mediating factor in the connection between WFC and conspicuous consumption-status 
anxiety. According to a 20-year longitudinal study, WFC affects people’s levels of self-esteem.129 As low self-esteem 
levels foster conspicuous consumption,30 future studies could investigate the mediation role of self-esteem in this 
relationship between WFC and conspicuous consumption to understand the association between them and help choose 
the most effective interventions.

Third, we investigated only one consumption behavior (ie, conspicuous consumption) as the dependent variable 
because people who worry about status are likelier to adopt conspicuous consumption.130 Since people with status 
anxiety also tend to show superiority through self-enhancement,131 future research could examine the effect of WFC on 
employees’ product preferences for self-enhancement characteristics. This line of research could expand our under
standing of the impact of WFC on consumption behavior.
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Conclusion
The main findings of this study are the confirmation through cross-sectional data and micro-longitudinal diary studies 
that WFC is the hidden cause of conspicuous consumption through increased status anxiety, a relationship moderated by 
work-family centrality. WFC is one of the most critical issues in employee health. It is not only associated with mental 
health1,3,12–14 and physical health16,17 but may also be a potential trigger for irrational conspicuous consumption. 
Employees should understand the effects of WFC on their anxiety and conspicuous consumption and look through 
their consumption intentions to avoid irrational consumption behavior. Organizations can use differentiation management 
(eg, assigning work based on an employee’s work-family centrality) to minimize employees’ status anxiety caused by 
their WFC. Besides, gifts to employees with bragging characteristics can reduce subsequent irrational consumption 
behaviors triggered by WFC. These findings contribute to developing prevention and intervention programs on health 
issues in WFC and provide a new direction for future research.
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