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Abstract
Pursuing personally valued goals in work and family is important for many people, yet research has only partially addressed 
how individuals can actively manage the work–family interface. We examined the role of action regulation at the work–family 
interface (AR-WF) as an integrated individual-level approach to attain favorable work–family outcomes through the selection 
and pursuit of goals at the work–family interface. We investigated the relation of AR-WF to theoretically derived correlates 
and outcomes in two time-lagged studies with samples from the USA and Germany, based on a newly developed and validated 
measure to assess AR-WF. Overall, results showed that AR-WF is positively related to dispositional self-regulation, work 
and family role commitment, work and family goal regulation, and work and family social support. In contrast, AR-WF was 
largely unrelated to work and family role demands and segmentation or integration boundary enactment. AR-WF further 
positively related to work and family goal attainment, as well as work–family enrichment beyond related constructs. How-
ever, AR-WF was also positively related to increased work-to-family conflict. We discuss how a focus on action regulation 
can be useful for attaining a better understanding of the active role that people play in managing multiple role demands at 
the work–family interface.
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Technological changes, shifting gender norms, and an 
increase of women in the workforce have led to a close inter-
section of work and family domains for many people (Green-
haus & Kossek, 2014). As a consequence, the work–family 
interface in terms of experienced conflict and enrichment 
between these life domains is meaningfully related to impor-
tant personal and organizational outcomes, such as job satis-
faction, turnover intentions, or well-being (Shockley, 2018). 
It is hence important to understand how individuals can suc-
cessfully manage work and family roles.

Work–family research has predominantly focused on role 
demands, contextual or personal resources, or personality 

traits as predictors of work–family conflict and enrichment 
(e.g., Allen et al., 2012; Byron, 2005; Lapierre et al., 2018). 
Work–family conflict1 represents a form of inter-role con-
flict in that work and family roles are mutually incompatible 
in some regard (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Work–fam-
ily enrichment occurs if experiences in one role improve 
performance and enhance positive affect in the other role 
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). However, the active role 
that individuals play in managing their work and family 
roles has received comparably little empirical attention in 
work–family research (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000; Hirschi 
et al., 2019). This is surprising, given that several theoretical 
models stress that action regulation, boundary management 
strategies, role management, and intentional resource alloca-
tion across roles are important for successfully integrating 
work and family roles (Grawitch et al., 2010; Hirschi et al., 
2019; Marks & MacDermid, 1996; Voydanoff, 2005). Exist-
ing empirical research along these lines mostly focused on 
boundary management in terms of whether people prefer 
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or enact stronger or weaker boundaries across life roles 
(Allen et al., 2014; Shockley et al., 2017). However, bound-
ary management is only one specific strategy of how people 
can actively shape the work–family interface. Importantly, 
boundary preferences and enactment do not directly address 
self-regulatory processes that determine how people set 
and pursue goals in different life roles, adapt to changing 
role demands, or allocate resources across life roles (Gra-
witch et al., 2010; Hirschi et al., 2019; Marks & MacDer-
mid, 1996; Voydanoff, 2005). This is an important omis-
sion because it limits the understanding of how people can 
actively manage different life roles in a way that leads to 
favorable role outcomes. It also poses important limitations 
on practice applications that could help individuals achieve 
a better work–nonwork interface through increased personal 
agency.

One likely reason for this state of affairs is that many 
existing theoretical models do not explicate the self-regula-
tory mechanisms that constitute the active management of 
work and nonwork roles. In addition, apart from scales that 
tap into boundary preferences and enactment (e.g., Kossek 
et al., 2012; Wepfer et al., 2018), there is a lack of vali-
dated measures that assess self-regulatory processes in role 
management behaviors. This poses a constraint on future 
empirical research aiming to better understand the theoreti-
cal predictors, correlates, and outcomes of actively manag-
ing work and family roles.

To address these issues, we draw on action regulation 
theory (ART; Frese & Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018) to 
introduce the concept of action regulation at the work–fam-
ily interface (AR-WF), defined as active, goal-directed 
behaviors to pursue goals across work and family domains. 
We specifically propose that people actively manage work 
and family roles by engaging in goal selection and develop-
ment across work and family roles, mapping resources and 
barriers related to goal attainment, planning how to achieve 
goals in both life domains, and monitoring and processing 
feedback on goal progress (Hirschi et al., 2019). Based on 
this perspective, our paper aims to theoretically develop and 
empirically test the nomological net of AR-WF, including 
its relation to prominent work–family outcomes, using two 
time-lagged studies conducted in the USA and Germany 
with a newly developed and validated AR-WF measure. As 
such, our studies contribute to the work–family literature in 
several ways: First, we advance the theoretical perspective 
that favorable outcomes at the work–family interface (i.e., 
goal attainment, reduced conflict, enhanced enrichment) can 
be achieved by engaging in a set of action regulation behav-
iors across work and family roles. Second, we clarify the 
nomological net of AR-WF in relation to a series of self-reg-
ulation (e.g., dispositional self-regulation) and work–fam-
ily constructs (e.g., boundary enactment). Third, we offer 
a new set of validated items to assess AR-WF to be used in 

future research. In summary, our paper aims to address how 
individuals can actively manage the work–family interface 
through action regulation, the likely consequences of such 
action regulation, and how this action regulation can be reli-
ably and validly measured in future research.

Action Regulation Approach and Related 
Frameworks

To conceptualize how people actively manage the work–fam-
ily interface, we draw on ART, which explains how people 
regulate their behavior by developing, pursuing, and revising 
goals (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018). At the 
core of this conceptualization is the view that humans are 
self-regulating systems that do not merely passively react to 
environmental demands, but also actively shape their envi-
ronment and individual development. ART is a meta-theory 
that entails key aspects of several self-regulation frameworks 
(e.g., Carver & Scheier, 1982; Karoly, 1993; Klein, 1989; 
Lord et al., 2010) by conceptualizing an action regulation 
sequence consisting of five phases (Frese & Zapf, 1994; 
Zacher & Frese, 2018): (1) goal development and selection, 
where individuals either internally generate and self-select 
goals or adopt assigned goals (e.g., by a supervisor or life 
partner); (2) orientation or mapping the environment for 
enabling and hindering factors for goal attainment, where 
people search for action-relevant information (e.g., oppor-
tunities, constraints, resources) by detecting signals related 
to the probability of successfully attaining their goals; (3) 
planning for goal attainment, where people develop and 
select a plan on how to attain their goals, including specify-
ing a set of sub-goals or developing back-up plans in case 
of occurring problems in goal attainment; (4) monitoring of 
execution of behaviors and plans during goal pursuit, which 
involves a comparison between the goal and the actual exe-
cuted behaviors; and (5) feedback processing during goal 
pursuit, where people process information about their cur-
rent performance or progress toward their goals and adapt 
goals, plans, and/or behaviors, if necessary, to reduce dis-
crepancies between the current state and the desired results 
of their actions and intended goal progress.

These phases describe action regulation from a theoreti-
cal, prescriptive view and thus depict an idealized, schematic 
sequence. In reality, and from a descriptive perspective, it is 
possible that individuals engaged in action regulation skip, 
repeat, and go back to earlier steps, representing a poten-
tially more chaotic and nonsequential process (Frese & 
Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018). These five phases are 
thus dynamically interrelated and, in combination, represent 
the degree to which a person can effectively regulate their 
actions. Action regulation is thus an integrated process con-
sisting of the combined engagement in all five phases. While 
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engagement in different action regulation aspects is adaptive 
and can change over time, individuals are also presumed 
to show different general tendencies in the extent to which 
they engage in action regulation behaviors (Frese & Zapf, 
1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018). Consistent with these theo-
retical assumptions, we herein focus on the extent to which 
individuals engage in all aspects of AR-WF at the general 
level and not on the specific sequential phases or dynamics 
of action regulation.

ART has some overlap with other self-regulation frame-
works, which broadly refer to processes for attaining and 
maintaining goals (Lord et al., 2010). Self-regulation the-
ories are usually extensions of control theory (Carver & 
Scheier, 1982, 2002), which focuses on discrepancy reduc-
tion based on a negative feedback loop. However, many self-
regulation theories are quite mechanistic, whereas action 
regulation also includes the notion that people actively 
develop, select, and revise their goals (e.g., set more chal-
lenging goals). In addition, action regulation also empha-
sizes the importance of information seeking to develop goals 
and plans, an aspect that is not commonly addressed in most 
self-regulation theories (Zacher & Frese, 2018). Another 
related construct are the selection, optimization, and com-
pensation (SOC) strategies (Freund & Baltes, 2002). Con-
ceptually, both our measure and SOC are based on an action 
regulation framework, but SOC comes from a lifespan tradi-
tion whereas our measure comes from a work psychology 
tradition. Both concepts/measures overlap to some extent 
(see also Zacher et al., 2016): Both include the selection of 
goals. However, ART is different regarding the goal pur-
suit strategies (optimization and compensation). The whole 
ART sequence can be seen to address optimization (i.e., goal 
pursuit), whereas compensation is not explicitly addressed 
in ART, as compensation could be an action goal by itself. 
ART also shares similarities with broader goal setting and 
goal regulation frameworks (e.g., Bindl et al., 2012; Locke & 
Latham, 1990), especially with more recent models of proac-
tive goal regulation, which also encompass processes such as 
envisioning (i.e., goal development), planning, enacting, and 
reflecting (Bindl et al., 2012). However, existing conceptu-
alizations and measures of goal regulation focus specifically 
on goal regulation to complete concrete tasks, for example, 
at work (Bindl et al., 2012), and not on how people more 
generally regulate (multiple) goals across life domains.

Action Regulation at the Work–Family 
Interface

We propose that ART is a useful framework for concep-
tualizing how people actively manage the work–family 
interface, as proposed in the action-theoretical model of 
work–family balance by Hirschi et al. (2019). According to 

this framework, people pursue multiple goals across differ-
ent life domains and use different action regulation strate-
gies that take the various demands, resources, and barriers 
across life roles into account (Hirschi et al., 2019). A better 
work–family interface characterized by goal attainment in 
the work and family domain, reduced work–family conflict, 
and more work–family enrichment, thus depends on the use 
of different action regulation behaviors in terms of devel-
oping, pursuing, monitoring, and revising goals across the 
work–family interface. We therefore presume that AR-WF 
can facilitate the attainment of work and family goals, 
reduce inter-role conflict, and promote inter-role enrichment. 
However, to date, no empirical study has investigated the 
work–nonwork interface from an action regulation perspec-
tive. Moreover, we currently lack an understanding of the 
nomological net of AR-WF, including its theoretical cor-
relates and outcomes.

AR‑WF and Related Constructs

To theoretically clarify the nomological net of AR-WF, we 
will in the following describe the similarities and differences 
to a series of related constructs from the self-regulation and 
work–family literatures. This overview will help to fur-
ther illustrate what AR-WF is and what it is not, and how 
it relates to a series of other established constructs in the 
literature.

Dispositional Self‑regulation  We conceptualize AR-WF not 
as a general disposition, but as the behavioral enactment of 
a set of action regulation behaviors pertaining to the attain-
ment of work and family goals. However, we presume that 
the engagement in AR-WF is meaningfully related to a more 
general disposition to engage in self-regulation behaviors. 
Dispositional self-regulation refers to the degree to which 
an individual typically engages in self-regulation behaviors 
(e.g., attention regulation, emotion regulation) across dif-
ferent situations (Luszczynska et al., 2004). Because action 
regulation shares similarities with self-regulation processes, 
we presume that people who have a stronger disposition for 
self-regulation across situations should also engage in more 
AR-WF. However, the two constructs are not redundant 
because of the theoretical differences between action regu-
lation and self-regulation, and because AR-WF specifically 
refers to actions in managing work and family goals, versus 
a more generalized disposition for exhibiting self-regulation 
behaviors.

Work and Family Role Commitment  We assume that engag-
ing in AR-WF should be significantly related to being highly 
committed to the work and family role. From a goal per-
spective, role commitment can be seen as emerging from 

371Journal of Business and Psychology (2022) 37:369–387



1 3

a desire to attain personally valued higher-order goals (i.e., 
values, identity goals) that are linked to a specific life role 
(Unsworth et al., 2014). According to goal theory, personally 
valued higher-order goals should induce people to actively 
engage in behaviors to attain these goals (Unsworth et al., 
2014). Hence, a sense of commitment to the work and family 
role should lead people to engage in AR-WF in an attempt 
to achieve personally valued higher-order goals in both life 
domains. However, AR-WF is conceptually distinct from 
work and family role commitment as affective–cognitive 
constructs because action regulation refers to actual behav-
iors used to attain goals.

Work and Family Goal Regulation  Due to the similarities 
between action regulation and goal regulation, we expect 
that the two constructs are positively related. Specifically, 
due to the role-spanning conceptualization of AR-WF, we 
presume that people who show high levels of AR-WF also 
show more goal regulation behaviors for work and family 
goals specifically. However, AR-WF should not be redundant 
with any of these domain-specific goal regulation behaviors 
because AR-WF refers to behaviors in pursuit of goals at the 
work–family interface versus managing goals in the work or 
family domain in isolation.

Work and Family Role Demands and Resources  An important 
assumption in work–family research is that role demands and 
resources are key determinants of the work–family interface 
in terms of experienced conflict or enrichment between roles 
(ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012; Voydanoff, 2005). Meta-
analytic evidence supports this assumption by confirming 
that role demands (e.g., role overload) are positively, and 
resources (e.g., social support at work and home) are nega-
tively related to work–family conflict (Byron, 2005; Ford 
et al., 2007; Michel et al., 2011). Moreover, meta-analytic 
results also show that support at work is positively related to 
work-to-family enrichment and family support is positively 
related to family-to-work enrichment (Lapierre et al., 2018).

The active attainment, maintenance, and protection of 
resources for goal attainment is a key element in the con-
servation of resources theory (Hobfoll et al., 2018) and 
related work–family frameworks (ten Brummelhuis & Bak-
ker, 2012). However, while the importance of role demands 
and resources for work–family conflict and enrichment is 
broadly accepted, these perspectives do not focus on the 
active role that people play in managing resources and 
demands across multiple roles. In contrast, AR-WF does 
not focus on the extent of demands or resources in different 
life domains. Instead, action regulation pertains to how peo-
ple manage goal selection/development and pursuit across 
life domains, under consideration of various demands and 
resources. While role demands and resources thus also play 

a role in action regulation, there is no straightforward con-
nection between degree of engagement in AR-WF and role 
demands and resources. For example, unfavorable conditions 
characterized by high role demands and low role resources 
could increase the need for AR-WF to successfully attain 
goals in both life role due to increased difficulties to attain 
goals without deliberate action regulation behaviors. How-
ever, unfavorable conditions could also reduce the engage-
ment in action regulation because AR-WF requires resources 
(e.g., information processing, time, energy) which might 
not be available when faced with high role demands and 
low resources. Yet, under favorable conditions (i.e., low 
demands, high resources) people might also not engage in 
much deliberate action regulation because goals could be 
attained without investing much effort.

Hence, AR-WF is less about the extent of available 
demands and resources as such, but rather about how people 
adequately select goals, develop action plans, and monitor 
and revise behavior, under consideration of various degrees 
of available demands and resources. Thus, consistent with 
the meta-analytic finding that there is no significant rela-
tion between the use of selection-optimization-compensa-
tion (SOC) action regulation strategies at work and work 
demands (Moghimi et al., 2017), we expect that there is 
no significant relation between the degree which someone 
engages in AR-WF and existing role demands and resources.

Work–Life Boundary Enactment  Although there is a gen-
eral lack of constructs and measures that address the active 
role that people play in managing the work–family interface 
(Hirschi et al., 2019), a notable exception is the concept of 
boundary management, which deals with how people create 
and manage boundaries between work and family. Bound-
ary management and the related measurement scales can 
refer to a range of conceptually distinct constructs, includ-
ing boundary preferences, boundary control, or boundary 
permeations (Allen et al., 2014). Because we conceptualize 
AR-WF as intentional behaviors to manage the work–family 
interface, examining the conceptual and empirical relation 
to boundary enactment (Wepfer et al., 2018) seems most 
relevant. We presume that boundary enactment, in terms of 
segmentation or integration of work and family roles, can 
be one specific action strategy that people use to manage 
work and family role demands. However, boundary enact-
ment is only a part of what would be important for suc-
cessfully managing work and family roles from an action 
regulation perspective. Specifically, boundary enactment 
does not address actions of goal setting, orientation, plan-
ning, or monitoring and feedback processing. Moreover, to 
achieve work and family goals, people could engage in role 
segmentation, which can reduce negative role spillover, but 
could also engage in role integration, which allows more 
work–family enrichment (Allen et al., 2014). There is hence 
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no clear theoretical relation between AR-WF and the enact-
ment of specific integration vs. separation boundary behav-
iors, and we expect that a preference for boundary separation 
vs. integration enactment is relatively independent from the 
degree to which an individual engages in AR-WF.

Measurement Development and Validation

Step 1: Item Development

We followed a deductive item development approach 
(Hinkin et al., 1997) with existing research and measure-
ment instruments informing our item development. First, we 
reviewed the literature on action and self-regulation (e.g., 
goal setting, planning) to identify existing measurement 
instruments. We identified 25 instruments with a total of 
499 items that covered a broad range of constructs, such as, 
for example, self-regulation (Brown et al., 1999), planning 
(Frese et al., 2007), goal setting (Lee et al., 1991), or time 
management (Macan et al., 1990). We examined the existing 
measures and identified items that reflected the five postu-
lated phases of action regulation, namely (1) goal setting/
development, (2) orientation, (3) planning, (4) monitoring, 
and (5) feedback processing.

Next, three of the authors generated six new items for 
each of the five subdimensions of action regulation (90 
items total), informed by existing items that matched each 
dimension. In keeping with our aim to capture action regu-
lation behaviors to manage work and family, we focused 
on developing items that reflected actions, not states (e.g., 
planning not having plans) or traits (e.g., having future time 
perspective). We created the new items based on guidelines 
for effective test construction (DeVellis, 2003) to ensure 
readability, representativeness, and appropriateness. We then 
jointly discussed the initial item pool to eliminate redundant 
items, identified those items that best reflected the content 
domains of the five subdimensions, and adjusted item for-
mulations to maximize comprehensiveness. The resulting 
item pool consisted of 54 original items, with 10–12 items 
per subdimension.

Step 2: Content Validity Evaluation

To assess the content validity of our initial item pool (i.e., 
the degree to which an item is theoretically linked to the 
intended construct; Holden & Jackson, 1979), we used an 
item-sorting task (Anderson & Gerbing, 1991). Ten subject 
matter experts (SMEs), who were PhD students or postdoc-
toral researchers in work and organizational psychology with 
expertise in action regulation and work–family research, 
rated the degree to which the 54 items represent each of the 
five subdimensions on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 

5 (to a very large extent). We retained only those items that 
generated a mean value above 4.00, resulting in a reduction 
of the initial pool with 54 items to 38 items (6 goal develop-
ment items, 9 mapping items, 9 planning items, 8 monitoring 
items, and 6 feedback-processing items).

Step 3: Establishing Factorial Structure and Item 
Reduction

To establish the factorial structure of our measure and fur-
ther reduce the number of items, we used item analysis and 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Our sample consisted of 
210 US American full-time employees (≥ 35 h/week), who 
were recruited online through the Mechanical Turk web-
site. To assess AR-WF, we instructed participants to “Please 
think about the balance of work and family. We are very 
interested in learning about how you accomplish what you 
want in this aspect of your life. Please indicate your agree-
ment with regard to the following statements.” Participants 
were asked to indicate their agreement with the newly devel-
oped 38 items on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly 
disagree, 5 = strongly agree). On average, participants were 
36.81 years old (SD = 9.19), and 43% of the sample were 
female. More than half of the participants held a bachelor 
degree (56%), 17.2% held a master degree, and 17.7% had 
completed high school. On average, participants worked 
42.48 h/week (SD = 6.35).

First, we conducted item analysis to ensure that each 
item met specific quality criteria before investigating the 
properties of the scale (Clark & Watson, 1995). More spe-
cifically, we examined inter-item correlations, means and 
standard deviations, and skewness and kurtosis of each 
item. We excluded 3 items that displayed an inter-item cor-
relation < 0.15. Accordingly, 35 items remained for further 
analysis.

Second, we used CFA to examine the proposed facto-
rial structure of the 35 items, with each item loading on 
its theoretically proposed factor (e.g., goal development, 
monitoring) and allowing for all five latent factors to cor-
relate. This model showed suboptimal fit, χ2 (550) = 1115.0, 
CFI = 0.87, TLI = 0.86, RMSEA = 0.07, and SRMR = 0.05. 
To improve model fit and further reduce the scale length, 
we decided to retain only the three most appropriate items 
per subdimension. In selecting the items, we focused not 
only on the strength of factor loadings, but also considered 
item coverage and item redundancy for the final decision. 
For example, if two items loaded highly on their respec-
tive factor, but were largely redundant in content, only one 
of the items was retained for the final version. As a result, 
we identified 15 items, 3 items per subdimension (the final 
items are listed in the Appendix Table 7), which showed 
excellent fit indices, χ2 (80) = 147.9, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.95, 
RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04.
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Step 4: Confirming Factor Structure in a New Sample

To confirm the identified factor structure in another sam-
ple, we collected data from 503 US American employees 
(same sample as used in study 1 in the main manuscript, see 
respective sample description for details).

We performed a CFA and found that the postulated model 
with five correlated factors showed good fit (Table 1). A sec-
ond-order model in which the five factors loaded on a higher-
order action regulation factor, and a one-factor model, both 
showed acceptable model fit, although the one-factor model 
was significantly worse than the five-factor model. However, 
as intercorrelations among the five factors were very high 
(r = 0.75–0.86, all ps < 0.001), and the second-order model 
also showed good fit, we concluded that an overall action 
regulation score, representing the average score across the 
five facets of AR-WF, is an adequate and parsimonious way 
to assess AR-WF in future analyses.

Step 5: Confirming Boundary‑Spanning Construct 
Validity

In in a final step, we aimed to confirm that the new meas-
ure actually assesses action regulation behaviors across 
work and family roles and that participants indeed answer 
the items in reference to both roles—as implied in the 
scale instruction—vs. a specific role in isolation. We used 
the same sample as in step 4. In addition to the new meas-
ure with the original instruction (see Appendix Table 7), 
participants completed the same 15 AR-WF items but 
with different instructions. The work-specific adaptation 
of the scale included the instruction: “Please think about 
your work. We are very interested in learning about how 
you accomplish what you want in this life domain. Please 
indicate your agreement with regard to the following 

statements.” The family-specific adaptation of the scale 
included the instruction: “Please think about your family. 
We are very interested in learning about how you accom-
plish what you want in this life domain. Please indicate 
your agreement with regard to the following statements.” 
In addition, we assessed work- and family related proac-
tive goal regulation with the 12-item proactive goal regu-
lation scale by Bindl et al. (2012) for the work domain 
(i.e., “Thinking about how you have carried out your core 
job over the past month, to what extent have you thought 
about a change-related situation from different angles, 
before deciding how to act?”), and adapted the same scale 
to the family domain (i.e., “Thinking about how you have 
carried out your family activities over the past month, to 
what extent have you thought about how to better perform 
your family tasks?”). The answer format was a 5-point 
scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal).

To test the validity of the AR-WF measure and show 
that it assesses action regulation at the interface of work 
and family rather than action regulation in work or family 
in isolation, we examined (1) whether the original AR-WF 
measure can explain variance in work related proactive 
goal regulation beyond the family-specific adaptation of 
the AR-WF measure and (2) whether the original AR-WF 
measure can explain variance in family related proactive 
goal regulation beyond the work-specific adaptation of the 
AR-WF measure. In both cases, we found that the original 
measure explained significant additional variance (beyond 
family-specific ΔR2 = 0.07, p < 0.001; F = 49.29, p < 0.001; 
beyond work-specific ΔR2 = 0.18, p < 0.001; F = 85.19, 
p < 0.001). The results support the boundary-spanning 
construct validity of the measure and shows that the scale 
instructions indeed make people reply to the items in ref-
erence to both work and family vs. one role in isolation.

Table 1   Comparison of 
different action regulation at the 
work–family interface (AR-WF) 
factorial models

Note. Results are based on the T1 samples in study 1 (N = 503) and study 2 (N = 493)
*** p < .001

Fit indices Difference 
to 5-factor 
model

df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Δχ2 (Δdf)

English version (study 1)
  5-factor model 80 .98 .97 .06 .02
  1-factor model 90 .95 .94 .09 .03 68.36 (10)***
  5-factor second-order model 85 .97 .97 .07 .03

German version (study 2)
  5-factor model 80 .98 .97 .06 .02
  1-factor model 90 .95 .94 .09 .03 68.36 (10)***
  5-factor second-order model 85 .97 .97 .07 .03
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Study 1: AR‑WF and Work–Family Goal 
Attainment

In the first study, we aimed to test the empirical relations 
and construct distinctness of AR-WF regarding dispositional 
self-regulation, work and family role commitment, and work 
and family goal regulation. Moreover, we wanted to inves-
tigate a key assumption of action regulation theory in the 
context of the work–family interface: that engagement in 
action regulation behaviors should facilitate goal attainment 
(Frese & Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018).

AR‑WF in Relation to Work and Family Goal 
Attainment

Based on ART (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018), 
the coordinated use of action regulation behaviors is pivotal 
to successfully attaining goals. This implies that people who 
engage in AR-WF should be better able to attain their goals 
in both the work and family domain (Hirschi et al., 2019). 
Moreover, because AR-WF is conceptually distinct from 
other constructs in this area, as we have outlined above, we 
expect that AR-WF can explain variance in work and fam-
ily goal attainment beyond related goal-management con-
structs. Specifically, because AR-WF refers to action regula-
tion behaviors designed to attain goals at the work–family 
interface, it should explain variance in goal attainment in 
these two life roles beyond more general dispositions, such 
as dispositional self-regulation. Moreover, because AR-WF 
focuses on goal-directed behaviors that should lead to goal 
attainment, it should relate to work and family goal attain-
ment beyond affective/cognitive variables, such as work and 
family role commitment. Finally, due to its role-spanning 
nature, AR-WF should relate to work and family goal attain-
ment beyond domain-specific goal regulation constructs, 
such as work or family goal regulation more specifically.

Hypothesis 1: AR-WF is positively related to work and 
family goal attainment, beyond the effects of dispositional 
self-regulation, work and family role commitment, and 
work and family goal regulation.

Method

Participants and Procedure  We collected time-lagged data 
from US American employees who were at least 18 years 
old and employed for at least 16 h/week. Participants were 
recruited with the help of the talk online panel, a professional 
panel provider that manages a large research-only consumer 
and business panel, and compensated for participation by the 
panel provider with an incentive of approximately US$0.90 

at T1 and US$0.50 at T2. To ensure high data quality, we 
screened each participant’s response time and response pat-
tern (Meade & Craig, 2012) and excluded participants with 
straight-lining response patterns and those who took less 
than 2 s on average per item. It took 1464 invites to achieve a 
total of 538 participants who completed the full survey. Out 
of these, 35 were screened out because of the above-men-
tioned criteria. At time 1 (T1) this resulted in a final sample 
of N = 503 and we collected data on AR-WF, dispositional 
self-regulation, work and family role commitment, and work 
and family goal regulation. Two weeks later, at time 2 (T2; 
N = 178, 35% response rate), we collected the criterion vari-
ables (i.e., work and family goal attainment). At T1, mean 
age was 43.2 (SD = 13.06) years with 49.3% women. Most 
of the participants were married or in a relationship (79.6%); 
48.3% reported having children living at home with a mean 
age of the youngest child of 10.1 (SD = 10.50) years. The 
average work experience was 22.9 years (SD = 13.30) with 
39.3 weekly work hours (SD = 9.03) according to their con-
tract. Participants who also answered at T2 were somewhat 
older (M = 47.1, SD = 12.25, p < 0.001) and had greater work 
experience (M = 26.6, SD = 13.63, p = 0.001) compared to 
the only-T1 sample. The T2 sample did not significantly 
differ from participants only completing T1 on any other 
sociodemographic variables.

Measures  To assess AR-WF, we used the newly developed 
and validated 15-item AR-WF measurement scale (see 
Appendix Table 7). To asses dispositional self-regulation, 
we used the 7-item self-regulation scale from (Luszczynska 
et al., 2004), for example, “I can concentrate on one activity 
for a long time, if necessary”), with answers ranging from 1 
(not at all true) to 4 (completely true). For work and family 
role commitment, we used the life role salience scale from 
(Amatea et al., 1986), with a 5-point Likert-type response 
format ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). The 5-item occupational role commitment sub-
scale served as a measure of work role commitment (i.e., “I 
expect to make as many sacrifices as are necessary in order 
to advance in my work/career”), and we adapted the 5-item 
marital role commitment subscale to assess family role com-
mitment (i.e., “I expect to commit whatever time is neces-
sary to making my family members feel loved, supported, 
and cared for”). To measure work- and family-related pro-
active goal regulation, we used the 12-item proactive goal 
regulation scale by Bindl et al. (2012) for the work domain 
(i.e., “Thinking about how you have carried out your core 
job over the past month, to what extent have you thought 
about a change-related situation from different angles, before 
deciding how to act”), and adapted the same scale to the 
family domain (i.e., “Thinking about how you have carried 
out your family activities over the past month, to what extent 
have you thought about how to better perform your family 
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tasks”). The answer format was a 5-point scale ranging from 
1 (not at all) to 5 (a great deal). We measured work and 
family goal attainment with the goal attainment scale from 
(Grant, 2003), which was adapted to assess three goals in 
each life domain (“List 3 important goals for your work 
[family]. How would you rate your degree of past success in 
attaining these work [family] goals?”). Answers ranged from 
0% (no attainment) to 100% (complete attainment) for each 
goal, and the average score was taken to represent overall 
work or family goal attainment.

Results and Discussion

AR‑WF and Related Constructs  To test the presumed rela-
tions of AR-WF and other constructs, we examined corre-
lations between the overall 15-item AR-WF measure and 
theoretically related constructs at T1, and using the entire 
T1 sample to maximize power of the analyses (Table 2). As 
expected, AR-WF correlated positively with dispositional 
self-regulation, work role and family role commitment, and 
work-related and family-related proactive goal regulation. 
Controlling for gender, age, marital status, number of chil-
dren at home, and work hours did not change the pattern of 
results.

We also tested for discriminant validity using CFA and 
chi-square (χ2) difference tests. We compared a two-factor 
model comprising one factor for the AR-WF measure and 
one factor for dispositional self-regulation, work or fam-
ily role commitment, and work or family proactive goal 
regulation, respectively, with a one-factor model, where all 
items from each measure loaded on one common factor. In 
each case, the two-factor model had a significantly better 
fit than the one-factor model, supporting the distinctiveness 
of our new measure from the other constructs (Table 3). 
To verify the results from the χ2 difference test, we used 
the Fornell-Larcker criterion (Fornell & Larcker, 1981), 
which compares the average variance extracted (AVE) by 
the AR-WF latent construct from its items, with the squared 
correlation between the AR-WF measure and other—
assumed to be distinct—constructs. This test supported the 
empirical distinctness of AR-WF from all other constructs, 
with the AVE (0.69) being higher than the squared corre-
lation between AR-WF and dispositional self-regulation 
(r2 = 0.21), work role commitment (r2 = 0.22), family role 
commitment (r2 = 0.02), work-related proactive goal regula-
tion (r2 = 0.32), and family-related proactive goal regulation 
(r2 = 0.34).

AR‑WF in Relation to Work and Family Goal Attainment  To 
test Hypothesis 1, we regressed work and family goal attain-
ment measured at T2 on AR-WF at T1 among participants 
who participated at both measurement points. We tested the 

incremental effects of AR-WF by examining the extent to 
which AR-WF explained variance in work or family goal 
attainment beyond dispositional self-regulation, work and 
family role commitment, and work- and family-related pro-
active goal regulation (Table 4). Supporting incremental 
validity beyond other specific constructs, we found that 
AR-WF explained significant incremental variance for 
work and family goal attainment beyond every other single 
construct, except for family goal attainment beyond family 
goal regulation, largely supporting Hypothesis 1. However, 
AR-WF did not explain significant variance beyond the 
entire set of alternative constructs. Controlling for gender, 
age, marital status, number of children, and work hours did 
not change the pattern of results. To further examine the 
relative contribution of each examined variable for explain-
ing variance in the investigated outcomes, we conducted 
relative weights analyses (Tonidandel & LeBreton, 2011) 
following the procedures of Groemping (2006). The results 
showed that AR-WF was the most dominant explanatory 
variable for both outcomes among the set of investigated 
predictors (Table 4).

In sum, the findings of study 1 show that AR-WF is sig-
nificantly related to, but empirically distinct from, disposi-
tional self-regulation. Moreover, AR-WF is related to role 
commitment and proactive goal regulation in both the work 
and family domain separately, which supports the boundary-
spanning nature of the construct. The results also confirm 
the theoretically presumed nature and uniqueness of AR-WF 
in relation to other constructs. Finally, we could support the 
added utility of AR-WF for increased goal attainment in 
work and family, above and beyond specific related con-
structs and independent of a range of socio-demographic 
(e.g., gender) and family variables (e.g., number of children).

Study 2: Cross‑Cultural Adaptation 
and Relation to Work–Family Conflict 
and Enrichment

In the second study, we aimed to expand the examina-
tion of the nomological net of AR-WF regarding its rela-
tion and distinctness from work and family demands and 
resources and work–life boundary enactment. We also 
wanted to test whether AR-WF has incremental explana-
tory utility regarding work–family conflict and enrichment. 
Moreover, we aimed to adapt the developed measure to 
another language (i.e., German) to examine the function-
ing of AR-WF in a different national context. Research has 
suggested that national contexts can affect experiences at 
the work–family interface, for example, due to differences 
in individualism/collectivism values, public policies, or 
economic factors (Allen et al., 2015). In contrast to the 
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context of the USA examined in study 1, the Germanic 
culture is lower in individualism, but similar in masculin-
ity (Hofstede, 2001). Moreover, Germany has markedly 
different work–family policies from the USA in many 

ways, for example, regarding paid leave for early childcare 
(OECD, 2017). Hence, examining AR-WF across these 
two contexts adds insight into the cross-cultural generaliz-
ability and functionality of AR-WF.

Table 3   Test for discriminant validity between action regulation at the work–family interface (AR-WF) and related constructs, studies 1 and 2

Note. AR-WF: action regulation at the work–family interface
*** p < .001

Comparison of a 2- vs. 1-factor model

2-factor model 1-factor model

df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR df CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR Δχ2 (Δdf)

AR-WF in relation to… Study 1
Dispositional self-regulation 208 .97 .96 .04 .03 209 .84 .83 .09 .11 715.00 (1)***
Work-related proactive goal regulation 323 .94 .94 .05 .04 324 .69 .68 .12 .14 2634.50 (1)***
Family-related proactive goal regulation 323 .94 .94 .05 .04 324 .68 .65 .12 .14 2900.30 (1)***
Work role commitment 169 .96 .96 .04 .05 170 .88 .90 .07 .07 411.47 (1)***
Family role commitment 169 .92 .91 .07 .08 170 .88 .86 .08 .07 97.63 (1)***
AR-WF in relation to… Study 2
Dispositional self-regulation 274 .85 .84 .09 .07 275 .73 .70 .12 .11 379.77 (1)***
Work demands 188 .89 .88 .09 .07 189 .68 .65 .15 .15 396.12 (1)***
Family demands 188 .90 .89 .09 .06 189 .61 .57 .17 .18 366.41 (1)***
Work support 151 .88 .86 .11 .05 152 .70 .66 .16 .13 169.27 (1)***
Family support 151 .91 .90 .09 .05 152 .65 .60 .19 .14 321.36 (1)***
Work-to-life integration 169 .90 .89 .09 .05 170 .72 .69 .14 .13 314.29 (1)***
Life-to-work integration 169 .90 .89 .09 .05 170 .70 .66 .15 .14 269.8 (1)***

Table 4   Incremental validity 
of action regulation at the 
work–family interface (AR-
WF) beyond related constructs 
for work and family goal 
attainment, study 1

Note. N = 178. Results are reported for model 2; ΔR2 is in comparison to model 1 with only the first listed 
(i.e., non-AR-WF) construct as predictor
AR-WF, action regulation at the work–family interface; RW, relative weight of each predictor
* p < .05; **p < .01, ***p < .001

R2 ΔR2 F β RW R2 ΔR2 F β RW
Predicted outcomes Work goal attainment T2 Family goal attainment T2

Disp. self-regulation T1 .15 45% .12 35%
AR-WF T1 .08 .03* 6.92*** .18* 55% .09 .04* 7.41*** .22* 65%
Work goal regulation T1 .11 36% .11 37%
AR-WF T1 .09 .03* 7.84*** .22* 64% .08 .03* 6.64** .20* 63%
Family goal regulation T1 .09 36% .14 48%
AR-WF T1 .09 .03* 7.27*** .22* 64% .08 .02 6.83*** .17 52%
Work commitment T1  − .06 3% .04 13%
AR-WF T1 .07 .06*** 5.53** .27*** 97% .08 .06** 6.47** .26** 87%
Family commitment T1 .04 4% .01 0%
AR-WF T1 .06 .06** 5.29** .25** 96% .07 .07*** 5.93** .26*** 100%
Disp. self-regulation T1 .12 23% .12 23%
Work goal regulation T1 .12 19% .00 14%
Family goal regulation T1 .03 18% .14 29%
Work commitment T1 -.10 4%  − .00 3%
Family commitment T1 .02 1% .01 1%
AR-WF T1 .11 .02 3.07** .17 34% .09 .01 2.45* .11 29%
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AR‑WF in Relation to Work–Family Conflict 
and Enrichment

We expect that AR-WF should relate to decreased work–fam-
ily conflict and increased work–family enrichment. Because 
we conceptualize AR-WF as the active regulation of work 
and family goals to attain goals across both life domains, we 
expect that people who are more engaged in AR-WF should 
better be able to diminish or avoid goal conflict (resulting in 
reduced work–family conflict) and create or use goal facili-
tation across work and family goals (resulting in increased 
work–family enrichment). This could occur because AR-WF 
entails mapping the environment for resources and barri-
ers related to goal attainment, as well as monitoring and, 
if necessary, revising goals, plans, and/or actions based on 
feedback during goal pursuit. This active management of 
goals across work and family should help avoid goals that 
lead to goal conflict, and instead pursue goals that show 
facilitative linkages to other goals. Moreover, AR-WF should 
help to better allocate and develop resources for goal attain-
ment, and to adapt (or abandon) goals if necessary, leading 
to less work–family goal conflict and more goal facilitation. 
Because AR-WF incudes the consideration of work and fam-
ily goals, we moreover expect that its effects on work–family 
conflict and enrichment should occur on both the work-to-
family and the family-to-work direction of this interface.

To establish incremental utility of AR-WF, we test the 
effects on work–family conflict and enrichment beyond 
dispositional self-regulation, work–family demands and 
resources, and work–life boundary enactment. Due to its 
conceptual differences, we assume that AR-WF explains 
variance in work–family conflict and enrichment beyond 
these other constructs.

Hypothesis 2: AR-WF is (a) negatively related to work–
family conflict, and (b) positively related to work–family 
enrichment, beyond dispositional self-regulation, work–
family demands and resources, and work–life boundary 
enactment.

Method

Participants and Procedure  We collected time-lagged 
data from a sample of German working adults who were 
recruited using the same online research panel provider as 
in study 1. Participants had to be at least 18 years old and 
be employed for a minimum of 16 h/week. At T1, we col-
lected sociodemographic data, AR-WF, work and family 
demands and resources, and work–life boundary enactment. 
Three months later, at T2, we measured the outcome vari-
ables of work–family conflict and enrichment. Respondents 
received an incentive of 2.00€ at T1 and 1.50€ at T2 for their 
participation. We excluded all participants not meeting the 

inclusion criteria regarding age and working hours, respond-
ents who did not complete the full survey, and checked again 
for data quality in terms of stream-lining and response speed 
(i.e., less than 2 s/item on average) (Meade & Craig, 2012). 
At T1, 555 participants participated in the survey, which 
resulted in N = 493 after data cleaning and N = 297 (60%) 
participated at T2.

At T1, the average age of participants was 46.99 years 
(SD = 11.22), with 51.30% female participants. People 
were employed in a large variety of industries, had an aver-
age work experience of 25.27 years (SD = 12.87), and an 
average organizational tenure of 13.92 years (SD = 11.60). 
Their mean working time was 35.82 h/week (SD = 8.20), 
and 70.40% of participants had a full-time contract. About 
half of the participants (45.00%) were married, and 37.40% 
had one or more children living in their home. The average 
age of the youngest child was 6.22 years (SD = 8.99). The 
T2 sample did not significantly differ from participants only 
completing T1 on any sociodemographic characteristic.

Measures  To measure AR-WF, we translated the AR-WF 
scale into German. All items were translated by two of the 
authors in a blind parallel translation, and existing differ-
ences were discussed and reconciled with a third author. The 
same procedure was used for all other scales in this study for 
which no German version was available.

Dispositional self-regulation was assessed with the same 
scale as in study 1. We assessed work and family demands 
with six items each (e.g., “I cannot ever seem to catch up 
at home”) by Thiagarajan et al. (2006) based on the role 
overload scale by Reilly (1982) on a seven-point response 
scale from 1 (never) to 7 (always). To assess work and family 
resources, we measured work and family support with four-
items each (e.g., “I can talk about problems with my fam-
ily”) from the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social 
Support by (Zimet et al., 1988) on a response scale from 1 
(don’t agree at all) to 7 (completely agree). We measured 
work–life boundary enactment using the German version of 
the boundary enactment scale (Wepfer et al., 2018), consist-
ing of 10 bipolar statements with 5 items measuring work-to-
life integration (e.g., “I never take work home” vs. “I often 
take work home”), and 5 items measuring life-to-work inte-
gration (e.g., “I never think about nonwork issues while I am 
at work” vs. “I often think about nonwork issues while I am 
at work”). Participants had to indicate which statement better 
represented their boundary enactment on a scale from 1 to 
7, with higher scores indicating more integration enactment. 
Family-to-work conflict and work-to-family conflict were 
both measured with the six-item German version by Seiger 
and Wiese (2009) of the work–family interference scale from 
Carlson and Frone (2003), with a 5-point response format 
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ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). We assessed family-
to-work enrichment and work-to-family enrichment using the 
5-item positive home–work interaction, and the 5-item posi-
tive work–home interaction, respectively, subscales of the 
SWING questionnaire (Geurts et al., 2005) with the German 
version by Nitzsche et al. (2013) on a 4-point scale ranging 
from 1 (never) to 4 (always).

Results and Discussion

Preliminary Analyses

Confirming Factor Structure of the German AR‑WF Scale  We 
performed a CFA with the whole T1 sample. Similar to the 
English version, the German version showed good fit indices 
(Table 1). The one-factor model had a significantly worse 
fit than the five-factor model, but the second-order model 
also showed good fit. The factor loadings of the 15 items 
on the general AR-WF score were high, and all larger than 
0.64. As with the English version, the five factors had high 
intercorrelations (r = 0.59–0.77, all ps < 0.001), and the gen-
eral AR-WF factor showed high reliability with Cronbach’s 
α = 0.95.

We further examined measurement invariance between the 
English (using data from study 2, T1) and German version of 
the AR-WF measure. We found support for configural invari-
ance of the five-factor model, the five-factor second-order 
model, but not the one-factor model. Metric invariance was 
supported for the five-factor model only. No model reached 
scalar invariance (full results are available upon request). 
These results suggest that AR-WF shows the same facto-
rial structure across US and German samples, and that the 
five components of AR-WF have equal substantive meaning. 
However, the relative importance of the five components for 
overall AR-WF and levels of AR-WF seem to differ across 
the cultural background of the samples.

Discriminant Validity  Correlations among all assessed con-
structs are reported in Table 5. We applied CFA among the 
whole T1 sample to test discriminant validity of the German 
AR-WF measure from dispositional self-regulation, work/
family role demands and supports, and the two directions of 
work–life boundary integration enactment using chi-square 
(χ2) difference tests and the same procedure as in Study 1. 
The results showed a significantly better fit for models that 
distinguish the one-factor AR-WF from dispositional self-
regulation, work/family role demands, work/family support, 
and the work–life boundary enactment constructs, compared 
to a single-factor model (Table 3). To validate these results, 
we again used the Fornell-Larcker criterion. The AVE of 
the German AR-WF measure was 0.58, and thus higher than 

the squared correlation between AR-WF and dispositional 
self-regulation (r2 = 0.18), work demands (r2 = 0.00), fam-
ily demands (r2 = 0.00), work support (r2 = 0.06), family 
support (r2 = 0.11), work-to-life integration (r2 = 0.03), and 
life-to-work integration (r2 = 0.00). Confirming the finding 
from study 1, AR-WF was positively related to disposi-
tional self-regulation (r = 0.35, p < 0.01). Furthermore, as 
expected AR-WF was not correlated with work demands 
(r = 0.04, p = 0.52) or family demands (r = 0.06, p = 0.31) 
but weakly related to more work support (r = 0.29, p < 0.01) 
and family support (r = 0.33, p < 0.01), contrary to expecta-
tion. Finally, largely confirming our assumption that AR-WF 
is not systematically related to a specific boundary enact-
ment strategy, AR-WF was not significantly correlated with 
life-to-work integration enactment (r = 0.01, p = 0.88), and 
only weakly related to work-to-life integration enactment 
(r = 0.16; p < 0.01).

AR‑WF in Relation to Work–Family Conflict and Enrichment

To test Hypothesis 2, we regressed both directions of 
work–family conflict and work–family enrichment at T2 
on AR-WF measured at T1. Contrary to our expectation, 
AR-WF was positively related to work-to-family conflict 
(β = 0.20; p < 0.001), but not significantly related with fam-
ily-to-work conflict (β = 0.09; p = 0.11), refuting Hypoth-
esis 2a. As expected, AR-WF was positively related to 
both directions of enrichment (family-to-work, β = 0.37, 
and work-to-family, β = 0.24, both ps < 0.001), confirming 
Hypothesis 2b. Controlling for gender, age, and children at 
home did not change the pattern of results.

To assess incremental validity, we analyzed the explained 
variance of AR-WF in both directions of work–family con-
flict and enrichment beyond dispositional self-regulation, 
work/family role demands and resources, and the two direc-
tions of work–life boundary enactment (Table 6). AR-WF 
explained significant variance (ΔR2 = 0.01 to 0.14) beyond 
dispositional self-regulation in all outcomes except for fam-
ily-to-work conflict, and beyond work/family role demands 
and resources as well as work-to-life and life-to-work inte-
gration, in all outcomes. AR-WF also explained a small but 
significant amount of variance in work-to-family conflict, as 
well as in family-to-work enrichment, and work-to-family 
enrichment beyond all other variables combined. Control-
ling for gender, age, and number of children at home did 
not change the pattern of results. We also again conducted 
relative weights analyses to examine the relative importance 
of each variable for explaining variance in the examined 
outcomes. The results showed that for enrichment, WF-AR 
was a dominant explanatory variable. However, for conflict, 
other variables had more explanatory value.
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Table 6   Incremental validity of action regulation at the work–family interface (AR-WF) beyond dispositional self-regulation, work/family role 
demands and resources, and the two directions of work–life boundary enactment for work–family outcomes, study 2

Note. N = 297. Standardized results are reported for model 2. ΔR2 is in comparison to model 1, with only the first listed (i.e., non-AR-WF) con-
struct as predictor
AR-WF, action regulation at the work–family interface; RW, relative weight of each predictor
* p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

R2 ΔR2 F β RW R2 ΔR2 F β RW

Predicted outcomes Family-to-work conflict T2 Work-to-family conflict T2
Disp. self-regulation T1  − .21*** 57%  − .22*** 29%
AR-WF T1 .04 .03** 6.67*** .19** 43% .08 .07*** 11.95*** .30*** 71%
Work demands T1 .41*** 96% .56*** 90%
AR-WF T1 .17 .01 30.45*** .08 4% .35 .03*** 79.07*** .17*** 10%
Home demands T1 .41*** 96% .50*** 89%
AR-WF T1 .18 .01 30.97*** .07 4% .29 .03*** 58.77*** .17*** 11%
Work resources T1 .01 6%  − .08 7%
AR-WF T1 .01 .01 1.28 .09 94% .04 .04*** 6.69*** .22*** 93%
Home resources T1  − .02 3%  − .15* 22%
AR-WF T1 .01 .01 1.16 .09 97% .06 .05*** 8.78*** .24*** 78%
Work-to-life integration T1 .33*** 96% .60*** 94%
AR-WF T1 .12 .00 19.03*** .04 4% .38 .01* 91.30*** .10* 6%
Life-to-work integration T1 .45*** 96% .17** 44%
AR-WF T1 .21 .01 39.02*** .09 4% .07 .04*** 10.55*** .19*** 56%
Predicted outcomes Family-to-work conflict T2 Work-to-family conflict T2
Disp. self-regulation T1  − .11 3%  − .10 1%
Work demands T1 .17* 19% .21** 28%
Home demands T1 .21** 21% .18** 21%
Work resources T1 .05 1% .04 0%
Home resources T1 .16** 3% .02 1%
Work-to-life integration T1 .09 11% .41*** 43%
Life-to-work integration T1 .36*** 40% .00 2%
AR-WF T1 .36 .00 20.17*** .04 1% .49 .01** 34.05*** .14** 5%
Predicted outcomes Family-to-work enrichment T2 Work-to-family enrichment T2
Disp. self-regulation T1  − .07 6%  − .08 6%
AR-WF T1 .14 .13*** 23.76*** .40*** 94% .06 .06*** 9.75*** .28*** 94%
Work demands T1 .16** 17% .11 18%
AR-WF T1 .16 .16*** 28.33*** .36*** 83% .07 .06*** 10.78*** .24*** 82%
Home demands T1 .13* 13% .03 2%
AR-WF T1 .15 .13*** 26.66*** .36*** 87% .06 .06*** 8.99*** .24*** 98%
Work resources T1 .22*** 38% .13* 33%
AR-WF T1 .18 .09*** 32.25*** .31*** 62% .07 .04*** 11.29*** .20*** 67%
Predicted outcomes Family-to-work enrichment T2 Work-to-family enrichment T2
Home resources T1 .21*** 39% .19** 52%
AR-WF T1 .17 .08*** 30.66*** .30*** 61% .09 .03** 13.80*** .17** 48%
Work-to-life integration T1 .15** 20% .18** 44%
AR-WF T1 .16 .12*** 27.59*** .35*** 80% .01 .04** 14.17*** .21*** 56%
Life-to-work integration T1 .13* 11% .13* 24%
AR-WF T1 .15 .14*** 26.29** .37*** 89% .07 .06** 11.79*** .24*** 76%
Disp. self-regulation T1  − .11 3%  − .12 3%
Work demands T1 .11 6% .09 5%
Home demands T1 .08 5%  − .08 2%
Work resources T1 .19** 20% .08 10%
Home resources T1 .23*** 24% .22** 29%
Work-to-life integration T1 .07 7% .16* 19%
Life-to-work integration T1 .09 4% .11 9%
AR-WF T1 .27 .05*** 12.98*** .27*** 30% .16 .02** 6.54*** .17** 22%
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In sum, the results of study 2 show that AR-WF is inde-
pendent of role demands but positively related to increased 
role resources. Possibly, because AR-WF requires the invest-
ment of resources in terms of executive functions, time, and 
energy, having social support at work and home can facili-
tate this active engagement. We also showed that AR-WF 
is largely independent of specific boundary enactment 
behaviors, which supports the assumption that boundary 
enactment can be used in different ways when engaging in 
AR-WF. Finally, the study provided some insight into the 
utility of AR-WF due to its positive relation to work–fam-
ily enrichment, beyond a series of other relevant constructs 
and irrespective of sociodemographic and family variables. 
This partially supports the positive effects of AR-WF on 
the work–family interface, and the incremental utility of the 
construct beyond a general disposition for self-regulation, 
role demands and supports, and boundary management 
behaviors. However, contrary to our expectations, we found 
no support for the assumption that AR-WF would reduce 
work–family conflict. This calls for further inquiries into 
the ways in which action regulation behaviors could reduce, 
but potentially also enhance, experienced conflict between 
life domains.

General Discussion

Despite broad agreement among researchers that individual 
actions are important to the successful management of work 
and family roles (Grawitch et al., 2010; Hirschi et al., 2019; 
Marks & MacDermid, 1996; Voydanoff, 2005), there has 
been relatively little empirical work on how people actively 
manage the work–family interface. In our study, we built 
on ART (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018) to 
advance this line of research and offer several new insights 
into the active ways in which individuals can manage the 
work–family interface.

The reported studies help to address the issue that many 
existing theoretical models allude to the importance of role 
management strategies, but often fail to provide a more 
specific account of the concrete behaviors that people can 
undertake to manage life roles (Grawitch et al., 2010; Marks 
& MacDermid, 1996; Voydanoff, 2005). Our studies are 
based on the theoretical assumption that people can use a 
set of behavioral strategies based on ART for this purpose. 
We aimed to advance knowledge on the nature and nomo-
logical net of AR-WF by examining theoretical predictors, 
correlates, and outcomes. As we could show, AR-WF is 
related to, but empirically distinct from, several relevant 
self-regulation and goal management constructs, as well as 
from work and home resources and support as well as dif-
ferent boundary enactment strategies. Our studies thereby 
support the added value of examining AR-WF beyond other 

frequently examined constructs in the work–family literature 
(Allen et al., 2014; Shockley et al., 2017), to gain a more 
comprehensive understanding of the active role that people 
play in managing work and nonwork roles.

Another aim was to examine the likely consequences of 
AR-WF. Supporting a key assumption of ART (Frese & 
Zapf, 1994; Zacher & Frese, 2018), we found that people 
who engage in more AR-WF were more successful in attain-
ing their goals in both work and family. Moreover, we were 
able to demonstrate the role-spanning effects of AR-WF 
beyond role-specific goal regulation. Supporting theoretical 
assumptions from the work–family balance action regula-
tion model (Hirschi et al., 2019), this shows that if people 
engage in action regulation behaviors that consider the work 
and family role, they can reap benefits for goal attainment 
that go beyond focusing on goal management in a specific 
role only. Supporting the broad relevance of AR-WF, we 
also confirmed that the obtained results were not affected by 
sociodemographic (i.e., gender, age) and family factors (i.e., 
number of children at home).

We were further able to show that AR-WF is meaning-
fully related to experiencing work–family enrichment. As 
our study suggests, people who engage in AR-WF seem to 
be better able to use or create facilitative linkages across 
work and family goals, which enhances their experience of 
work–family enrichment. However, contrary to our expecta-
tions, AR-WF was positively related to work-to-family con-
flict, and unrelated to family-to-work conflict. This implies 
that even if people are actively using various action strate-
gies to manage work and family, this does not necessarily 
reduce the experience of role conflicts. It is notable that our 
studies thus indicate that AR-WF seems to facilitate goal 
attainment in both work and family roles, but can simul-
taneously go along with an increased, rather than reduced, 
experience of work–family conflict. One possible expla-
nation for this is somewhat contradictory finding is that 
engaging in AR-WF consumes resources (e.g., executive 
processes, time, energy) in both work and family roles. As 
such, even if goals in each domain are better attained due to 
this active goal management approach, this process might 
also highlight conflicts between work and family goals due 
to limited resources and resource drain. As our results sug-
gest, people who are more engaged in AR-WF are generally 
also more committed to work and family roles, which might 
attenuate increased resource drain and conflict across roles 
(Byron, 2005; Shockley et al., 2017). Heightened experi-
ences of work–family conflict could thus result from being 
actively engaged in AR-WF, even though the overall effects 
of AR-WF on meeting role demands are positive. Future 
research is needed to provide more insight into this issue.

A final contribution of our research is that we applied 
a new measure to assess the theoretically proposed five 
action regulation phases by ART of goal selection and 
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development, orientation, planning, monitoring, and feed-
back processing (Frese & Zapf, 1994). As such, we provide 
new insights for ART in general because we could show 
that these five components of action regulation are highly 
related, and that people who engage in one aspect of action 
regulation are also likely to engage in the other aspects. 
Our results thus suggest that although the five phases of 
action regulation proposed by ART can be empirically dif-
ferentiated and reliably measured, they seem to represent a 
combined approach to action regulation rather than clearly 
distinct strategies. This finding is consistent with meta-
analytic results showing that theoretically different aspects 
of self-regulation are often highly correlated and difficult 
to empirically clearly distinguish (Sitzmann & Ely, 2011). 
It also confirms theoretical assumptions by ART that suc-
cessful action regulation consists not of the singular strate-
gies in isolation, but emerges from the combined use of the 
five action regulation phases (Frese & Zapf, 1994; Zacher 
& Frese, 2018). Our studies contribute to this literature by 
providing a set of validated items to assess the general extent 
to which someone engages in such action regulation behav-
iors. The herein developed and evaluated measure can be 
applied in future research to advance theoretical and empiri-
cal knowledge on the active role that people play in manag-
ing work and nonwork roles.

Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of our study is that we only collected self-
report measures. The herein reported constructs can all be 
validly assessed by self-report because we focus on psy-
chological variables (e.g., AR-WF, self- and goal regula-
tion constructs, perceived goal attainment, and experiences 
of work–family conflict and enrichment). Moreover, we 
applied time-lagged designs to minimize common method 
bias between AR-WF and the assessed outcomes. However, 
future studies could evaluate the extent to which spouse and 
supervisor ratings correspond to self-rated AR-WF, and 
how self-report action relates to work and family outcomes 
as assessed by others, such as job performance or marital 
satisfaction.

Another limitation is that we are not able to make infer-
ences about causality. As such, we cannot definitively con-
firm that goal attainment and role conflict and enrichment 
are outcomes of AR-WF. It could also be possible, for 
example, that people who experience more work–fam-
ily conflict engage in more AR-WF as a reaction to these 
experienced conflicts, or that a sense of goal attainment 
and role enrichment provides resources and motivation 
to engage in more AR-WF. Future studies could examine 
such questions of causality and potential mutual effects 
between action regulation and other constructs with exper-
imental designs (e.g., intervention studies) or cross-lagged 

studies comprising several measurement waves. Relatedly, 
it was not possible to, and we also did not aim to, examine 
potential temporal dynamics in action regulation, where 
engagement in specific phases might affect the engage-
ment in subsequent phases over time. Future research 
could assess such dynamics but must keep in mind that 
the phases might not unfold in a clear sequence and might 
represent a rather chaotic process (Zacher & Frese, 2018).

Finally, although we investigated a range of constructs 
in the nomological net of AR-WF, future research should 
expand this examination. Other variables of interests 
related to AR-WF would be, for example, various role 
performance (e.g., job performance) or well-being out-
comes (e.g., exhaustion, life satisfaction). Likewise, other 
antecedents and correlates could be examined to gain a 
better understanding of the nature of AR-WF. For exam-
ple, personal resources, such as self-esteem, or contextual 
resources, such as family supportive work culture, might 
be important facilitators of AR-WF that future studies 
could examine. Relatedly, we focused on action regula-
tion for work and family specifically, but future research 
could adapt our theoretical approach and measurement to 
examine work in relation to other life roles (e.g., leisure, 
community service), or the work–life (nonwork) interface 
more generally. Moreover, while we were able to test the 
relation and incremental validity of WF-AR to a range 
of related constructs, other constructs of life-manage-
ment and action regulation could be examined in relation 
to WF-AR in future studies, for example SOC strategies 
(Freund & Baltes, 2002). Future research could theoreti-
cally and empirically more closely examine such areas 
of overlap and distinction, specifically in the domain of 
work–family action regulation (Baltes & Heydens-Gahir, 
2003). Moreover, future research could also employ a con-
text-free measure of action regulation and examine how 
“general” action regulation relates to different outcomes 
beyond action regulation in specific contexts.

Conclusions

Based on ART, we conceptualized the management of work 
and family roles as the engagement in a combined set of 
five action regulation strategies (i.e., goal development, ori-
entation, planning, monitoring, and feedback processing). 
Our study sheds light on the active role that people play in 
managing various role demands at the work–nonwork inter-
face, including the potential correlates and outcomes of such 
behaviors. By providing a novel perspective and a validated 
scale that measures AR-WF, our study should provide a use-
ful addition to the work–family literature to increase our 
understanding of how individuals can actively achieve a bet-
ter work–nonwork interface.
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