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ABSTRACT 

To enhance the understanding of leadership influences on employee work–family conflict, this study focused 

on traditional Chinese leadership (i.e., authoritarian leadership). The present study investigates the impact of 

authoritarian leadership on employee work–to–family conflict (WFC) by focusing on the mediating role of job 

overload. The results from a survey of 133 working adults in China provide support for the hypotheses, 

indicating that authoritarian leadership is positively related to WFC; this relationship is also partially mediated 

by job overload. The theoretical and managerial implications of these findings are discussed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

In the past few decades, a considerable amount of research 

on work–family conflict has been spurred by the increasing 

challenge for working adults to juggle the competing 

demands of work and family. Work–family conflict has 

been linked to some negative individual and organizational 

outcomes, such as withdrawal from work responsibilities, 

increased stress, absenteeism, low job commitment and 

productivity [1].  

Researchers have been interested in exploring the 

determinants of work–family conflict. Much research has 

examined the impact of organization–centered policies and 

programs (e.g., flexible work arrangement), yet the findings 

so far are mixed [2]. Given that leaders act as gatekeepers 

for the availability and the effective implementation of 

work–family initiatives [3], researchers are increasingly 

turning their attention to how leaders’ behaviors affect 

employees’ work–family inflict. However, extant research 

has predominantly studied the effects of family supportive 

supervisor behaviour (FSSB), little is known about the 

potential effects of authoritarian leadership, a traditional 

Chinese leadership defined as a leader’s asserting absolute 

authority and control over followers [4].  

This study aims to investigate the direct effect of 

authoritarian leadership on work–family inflict, and the 

mediating effect of job overload as well. A better 

understanding of the effect of authoritarian leadership on 

employee work–family conflict is both theoretically 

important to enriching insights on the leader influence 

process, and practically relevant for managing work–family 

relationship through leadership change program. 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW AND 

HYPOTHESIS 

2.1. Work–Family Conflict 

Based on the role theory which postulates that participation 

in one role will make it more difficult for individuals to 

participate in the other role due to the limited personal 

resources of time and energy, work–family conflict is 

commonly defined by Greenhaus and Beutell as a type of 

inter–role conflict in which the demands of work and family 

roles are incompatible in some respect so that participation 

in one role is more difficult because of participation in the 

other role [5]. The authors describe three forms of conflict: 

time-based, strain-based, or behavior-based. Time-based 

conflict occurs when time spent in one role interferes with 

one’s ability to fulfill expectations in the other role. Strain-

based conflict occurs when psychological strain created by 

one role interferes with the ability to carry out the demands 

of the other role. Behavior-based conflict occurs when 

behavior required in one role is incompatible with the 

expectations of the other role. 

In addition, work–family conflict is a bidirectional 

construct, directionality, that is, work–to–family conflict 

(WFC) and family–to–work conflict (FWC). Both WFC 

and FWC are negatively associated with a series of 

desirable work, family, and health–related outcomes, such 

as job satisfaction, organizational commitment, family 

satisfaction, and psychological well–being [1]. This study 

focus on WFC, because research has revealed that the 

antecedents of work–family conflict are domain–specific, 

that is, work domain variables influence WFC and family 

domain variables influence FWC [1]. 
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2.2. Authoritarian leadership and WFC 

As a style of leadership which has long been rooted in the 

Chinese traditional culture, paternalistic leadership is 

defined as a style of leadership characterized by high 

discipline and authoritarianism, fatherly benevolence and 

high moral standards [4]. Paternalistic leadership contains 

three essential components, that is, authoritarianism, 

benevolence, and moral leadership. Researchers has 

confirmed that each component demonstrated different 

leadership styles, therefore, the three components should be 

studied separately [6].  

In the traditional Chinese culture, families are patriarchal, 

and everyone must listen and obeyed to the father. The 

process of inferring the style of leadership from families to 

organizations was called as Pan–Familism [7]. That is, the 

leader may analogize the family relationship to the 

enterprise by treating the members of the enterprise as 

family. The leader may bring the family values and 

behaviors into the organization such as demonstrating 

paternal authority, treating subordinates as children. The 

asymmetrical power between the leader and the subordinate 

would easily result in an authoritarian leadership style [8]. 

Thus, this study focuses on authoritarian leadership, 

referring to the incontestability of the authority of the 

leader, whereby subordinates were subjected to strict 

control and subordination to the leader without reservation.  

The conservation of resources theory (COR) suggests that 

individuals strive to obtain, maintain, and invest resources 

[9]. When individuals are subjected to actual and/or threat 

of resource loss, they experience psychological, physical, 

and behavioural strains. Given that authoritarian leaders 

exert absolute power and control over their subordinates 

and requires absolute obedience from them [4], 

authoritarian leadership has normally been viewed among 

scholars and practitioners as a dysfunctional leadership 

style. The extant literature shows that authoritarian 

leadership is negatively related to many desirable employee 

outcomes, such as organizational commitment, job 

performance, and intention to stay [10], it can be 

conceptualised as a workplace stressor. It has been argued 

that authoritarian behaviors are likely to induce fear in 

employees, and may make them feel uneasy or oppressed 

[11]. According to Greenhaus and Beutell [5], WFC occurs 

when psychological strain created by work role interferes 

with the ability to carry out the demands of the family role. 

Thus, employees exposed to authoritarian leadership are 

likely to perceive resource insufficiency and/or the threat of 

not gaining resources, resulting in experiencing various 

WFC. 

Hypothesis 1. Authoritarian leadership will be positively 

related to subordinates’ WFC. 

2.3. Authoritarian leadership and Overload 

Since an authoritarian leader emphasizes absolute authority 

and control over the subordinates, and punishes 

subordinates when they do not follow his or her rules [12]. 

Employees may be afraid that disobedience may result in 

authoritarian leaders' retaliation and poor performance 

rating. In addition, authoritarian leaders demand that 

subordinates perform tasks according to their requirements 

strictly and give them no discretion to solve work–related 

problems, Meanwhile, employees may choose to accept 

their job arrangements even when they feel they are too 

much for them or beyond their abilities. Thus, it follows that 

when an employee encounters an authoritarian leader, he or 

she will be subject to job overload. 

Hypothesis 2. Authoritarian leadership will be positively 

related to subordinates’ job overload. 

2.4. Overload as a Mediator 

In their seminal work, Greenhaus and Beutell hypothesized 

that exposure to domain (work/family) stressors may lead 

to irritability, fatigue, or preoccupation, which might limit 

one’s performance in the other domain (family/work) [5]. 

WFC is characterized by a process in which the demands of 

work role make performance of the family role more 

difficult. A meta–analytic review shows that role overload 

are the primary determinants of work–family conflict [13]. 

Thus, this study argues that job overload leads to WFC to 

the extent that individuals bring their work home, or cannot 

stop thinking about work subtracting time and energies 

from activities with their families. 

Hypothesis 3. Job overload will be positively related to 

employees’ WFC. 

As previously argued, employees who experience higher 

level of authoritarian leadership might be assigned too 

much work that will not only take more time to complete, 

but also drain employees’ mental resources when 

completing it [9]. This additional cost of time and mental 

resources may make it difficult for employees to fulfil 

family responsibilities, and thus might lead to increased 

WFC. Therefore, based on the aforementioned argument 

and the earlier discussion on the direct relationships 

between authoritarian leadership and job overload, we 

believe that job overload will mediate the relationship 

between authoritarian leadership and WFC. 

Hypothesis 4. Job overload will mediate the positive 

relation between authoritarian leadership and WFC. 

3.  METHODS 

3.1. Participants 

The participants in this study were full–time employees in 

China. In all, 133 (65.5%) participants completed all 

sections of the survey. Out of these participants, 65.4% are 

female, with the majority (63.9%) being unmarried. 

Approximately 98.5% were 40 years old or less, 45.9% had 

at least one kid. 
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3.2. Measurement 

All the measurements were rated on a 5–point scale that 

ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 = (strongly agree). 

Authoritarian leadership was measured using the 4–item 

scale developed by Cheng & Wang [8]. In the present study, 

Cronbach’s α for authoritarian leadership was 0.85. 

Work–to–family conflict (WFC) was measured using the 4–

item scale developed by Wayne, Musisca, & Fleeson [14]. 

In the present study, Cronbach’s α for WFC was .84. 

Job overload was measured using the 3–item scale 

developed by Bolino & Turnley [15]. In the present study, 

Cronbach’s α was .83. 

According to previous research, this study statistically 

controlled for gender (0 = female, 1 = male), age (1=21 or 

less, 2=21–30, 3=31–40, 4=41–50, 5=51 or more), position 

(1 = non–supervisory, 2 = first–level supervisor, 3 = 

middle–level manager, 4 = top–level manager), marital 

status (1=single, 2=married), and number of children in all 

analyses to rule out alternative explanations for our 

findings. 

 

4. RESULTS 

4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Correlational 

Analyses 

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, and inter–

correlations of all study variables. The patterns of 

correlations are consistent with both theory and previous 

research. Authoritarian leadership was positively related to 

job overload and WFC. Furthermore, WFC was positively 

related to job overload. 

4.2. Hypothesis Testing 

This study used hierarchical multiple regressions to test 

Hypotheses 1 – 3. In all analyses, we entered the control 

variables of gender, age, position, marital status, and 

number of children first into the regression model, and then 

the primary study variables. Table 2 shows the regression 

results for estimated coefficients of the mediation model. 

 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics and correlational analyses 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1. Gender 1.00        

2. Age .17* 1.00       

3. Position .18* .54** 1.00      

4. Marital status .08 .45** .35** 1.00     

5. Number of Kids .19* .56** .45**    .56** 1.00    

6. Authoritarian 

leadership 
.17* –.11 –.03 .10   .01 1.00   

7. Overload –.04 –.01 –.09 –.13  .04 .19* 1.00  

8. WFC .09 .02 –.05 –.06 –.04   .36** .59** 1.00 

Mean .35 2.40 2.19 1.66 .62 3.55 3.18 3.30 

SD .48 .71 .92   .52 .78 1.02   .93     .85 

* p＜.05; ** p＜.01 

Baron and Kenny [16] proposed a four–step approach to 

establish the conditions for mediation. As can be seen in 

Table 2, after controlling for several demographic variables, 

authoritarian leadership was significantly related to job 

overload (Model 2; β = .24, p < .01). Thus, Condition (a) 

for the mediation effect was met. WFC was also 

significantly related to authoritarian leadership (Model 4; β 

= .38, p < .001), satisfying Condition (b). WFC was 

positively related to job overload (Model 5; β = .55, p < .01). 

Thus, Condition (c) was met. Further, after job overload was 

taken into account, the effect of authoritarian leadership on 

WFC became weaker, albeit still significant (Model 5; β = 

.25, p < .01), which suggests a partial mediation. Thus, 

Condition (d) was satisfied. To provide a more rigorous test 

of the mediation effect, we used Preacher and Hayes’s [17] 

macro to test the indirect effect with 5,000 bootstrap 

samples. Results showed that the 95% confidence interval 

of the indirect effect estimate [.03, .19] did not contain zero, 

indicating that the indirect effect was significant. Taken 

together, Hypotheses 1–4 were supported, that is, job 

overload partially mediated the relationship between 

authoritarian leadership and WFC. 

5. DISCUSSION 

This study explored the relationship between authoritarian 

leadership and WFC, and the results showed that 

authoritarian leadership has a positive effect on employees’ 

job overload and a positive indirect effect on the experience 

of WFC through job overload. The findings of this study 

make several important contributions to the literature. 
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First, this study contributes to the theoretical research on 

authoritarian leadership by exploring the effects of 

authoritarian leadership on employee work-family 

experience. According to scholars [4], supervisors have a 

crucial influence of the experiences of their subordinates. 

However, existing research has largely ignored the link 

between leadership and employee work-family outcomes 

[18]. Particularly, no study to date had linked empirically 

authoritarian leadership to work-family interface. This 

study filled this gap by assessing the effects of authoritarian 

leadership on work-to-family conflict. 

Table 2 Results of the hierarchical regression analysis 

 
Job Overload WFC 

M 1 M 2 M 3 M 4 M 5 

Gender –.05 –.09 .10  .03 .08 

Age  .06  .11 .10  .18 .12 

Position –.13 –.12 –.08 –.07 .00 

Marital Status   –.21*   –.26** .06 –.13 .01 

Number of Kids .19 .19 –.05 –.04 –.15 

Authoritarian leadership     .24**       .38***    .25** 

Job Overload          .55*** 

R2  .05    .05* .02      .14***      .28*** 

F 1.24  2.29* .54    3.93***   13.76**** 

* p< .05; ** p< .01. All coefficients reported are standardized betas. 

Second, this study echoed the call of Li et al. [18] to 

adapting other theoretical perspectives that may shed light 

on the role of leader behavior in relation to employee work-

family outcomes by applying COR theory to explain how 

authoritarian leadership in the workplace influenced 

employees’ perception of WFC. Based on the COR theory 

[9], authoritarian leadership can be considered a workplace 

stressor that not only reduces the necessary resources 

employees need to complete their work, but also creates 

stressful environments that will further increase job 

demands, and thus intensifies employee WFC. To our 

knowledge, this is only empirical study to examine the 

potential negative effects of passive leadership on work-

family conflict. Results of this study further support the 

notion that authoritarian leadership is an ineffective 

leadership style in contemporary organizations. In addition, 

the results from the current study may encourage future 

researchers to address the impact of authoritarian leadership 

on employee family functions. 

In addition to the theoretical contributions mentioned 

above, this research yields several practical implications. As 

work and family represent the two most important roles for 

working adults, and the incompatibility between the two life 

roles have detrimental effects on both individuals and 

organizations [1], the findings of this study suggests that 

authoritarian leadership should draw more attention as a 

disruptor to employee well-being and organization 

performance. Thus, organizations should devote more effort 

to decrease authoritarian leader behaviors among managers 

at different levels through targeted leadership development 

programs. Meanwhile, authoritarian leadership style should 

also be paid close attention during recruitment and 

promotion processes. 

6. CONCLUSION 

This study represents an important step toward better 

understanding how authoritarian leadership may link to 

employee work-family conflict. Specifically, when 

employees believe that they are working with an 

authoritarian leader, they are more likely to feel a sense of 

job overload, which in turn, enhance their experience of 

WFC. Therefore, organizations should be aware that 

preventing authoritarian supervision may improve the 

immediate workload experiences, and help employees 

effectively manage the family–work interface. 
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