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In their focal article, Erdogan, Bauer, Peiró,
and Truxillo (2011) note that, ‘‘in cases
where employees have chosen jobs for
which they are overqualified so that they
can handle their nonwork responsibilities
and interests, overqualified employees may
experience lower levels of work–family
conflict. A high-level employee may want
to leave behind a high-paying corporate job
demanding 60-hour work weeks in favor
of spending more time with family and
friends and devoting more time to hob-
bies, which would result in lower levels
of work–life conflict and higher satisfac-
tion with life.’’ Certainly, they are not alone
in their view, as Kalleberg (2008) recently
stated that, ‘‘Alleviating work–family con-
flict may require that people obtain more
flexible jobs that do not fully utilize their
educational qualifications or that do not pay
as much as they would like’’ (p. 27). Thus,
there appears to be a growing viewpoint
that underemployment (of which overqual-
ification is a facet) would result in lower
levels of work–family conflict (WFC). We
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suggest, however, that this notion is per-
haps too simplistic and possibly misleading.
Considering there is evidence that suggests
that the individuals opting for underem-
ployment to minimize their WFC tend to be
predominantly female (Cloutier, Bernard, &
Tremblay, 2009; Trappe & Rosenfeld,
2000), this (potentially) erroneous stance
could have far-reaching implications.

We counter Erdogan et al.’s supposition
and suggest that overqualification may be
more likely to create WFC, depending on
several important factors. First, it is impor-
tant to clarify the type of WFC the individual
is experiencing, whether it is more strain or
time based in nature, as this likely con-
tributes to the direction and intensity of
the relationship. Second, it is important
to consider the source of such conflict,
as overqualification may be more likely to
lead to work interfering with family rather
than family interfering with work. Finally,
and related to the source of conflict, how
employees view their employment situa-
tions is important, with potential differences
existing depending on how much they value
their different life domains.

Time- and Strain-Based WFC

WFC can be conceptualized as being either
time or strain based. Time-based conflict
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occurs when individuals spend an exces-
sive amount of time in one role, leaving
insufficient time to physically fulfill the
responsibilities in another role. Strain-based
conflict, however, occurs when individuals
are affected by the physical or emotional
demands (e.g., fatigue and irritability) of
engaging in one role to the point where
they are unable to attend to their other role.
It appears that Erdogan et al. were referring
to time-based WFC, as their description of
demands was time related (i.e., working
60-hour weeks). Although we would agree
that time-based WFC might be less of an
issue for the overqualified, we argue that
overqualified employees are not immune to
strain-based conflict, and in fact, might be
more likely to experience this type of con-
flict. Indeed, research has suggested that
strain-based WFC is both more common
and also the more detrimental type of WFC
(Kelloway, Gottlieb, & Barham, 1999).

Strain-based WFC is influenced by sev-
eral psychological job stressors related to
overqualification. First, as Erdogan et al.
suggest, overqualified employees often
hold negative job attitudes. Research has
shown that negative job attitudes are
related to WFC (e.g., Johnson & John-
son, 2000). Second, although Erdogan et al.
stated that overqualified workers would
experience less conflict because of the
potentially fewer hours they would work,
we propose that although the hours (work
demand) might decrease, job control might
also decrease. Researchers have suggested
that low job control is a job stressor, and
research has shown that low job control
is related to WFC (Thomas & Ganster,
1995). Thus, time-based WFC might be
decreased through underemployment (of
which overqualification is a facet), whereas
strain-based WFC would increase to the
extent that overqualification is related to
negative attitudes and low job control.
Finally, research has suggested that there
is a wage penalty that is often associated
with underemployment, which can lead to
decreased marital satisfaction as well as
affect the quality of parental relationships
with children (Feldman, 1996). Certainly,

these problems would in turn lead to strain-
based WFC.

Work or Home as the
Source of Stress

Another important contribution for the
relationship between overqualification and
WFC is where an individual’s source of
stress lies. That is, researchers (e.g., Green-
haus & Beutell, 1985) have acknowledged
that the conflict between work and family
can originate in either or both domains and
should be conceptualized as two distinct
components. Thus, the conflict between
work and family can originate at work and
interfere with personal responsibilities or it
can originate at home and interfere with
work responsibilities.

The importance of the distinction
between work-to-family conflict and family-
to-work conflict can be seen in that the
antecedents differ depending on the source
of the conflict. Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek,
and Rosenthal (1964) proposed that role
conflict comes from the intensity of the
forces in the home and work domain.
Beyond the actual demands (work hours),
Greenhaus (1988) stated that these forces
are generated or affected by societal, inter-
personal, and personal characteristics of the
individual. The distinction between work-
to-family and family-to-work conflict is cru-
cial because if this situation is examined at
the simplest level, it would likely appear
that the domain with few demands (work)
would not interfere with other domains
(e.g., family). In terms of an overqualified
employee, this would suggest (as Erdogan
et al. stated) that unqualified employees
would experience less WFC. We argue,
however, that this is a complex relationship
and conditional depending on the salience
of the role.

Work and Family Role Salience

Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) proposed that
WFC is most likely to occur when both
work and family roles are important. With
this in mind, we suggest that the work–life
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conflict of overqualified employees may
be dependent upon the importance, or
salience, an individual places on a par-
ticular role. Role salience refers to the
nature of one’s personal and work role
expectations. According to Amatea, Cross,
Clark, and Bobby (1986), salience beliefs
are defined as ‘‘internalized beliefs and atti-
tudes about (a) the personal relevance of a
role, (b) the standards for performance of a
role, and (c) the manner in which personal
resources (i.e., time, money, and energy)
are to be committed to performance of the
role’’ (p. 831). As such, these variables are
likely to predict the degree of involvement
in particular roles.

This notion of role salience is critical
to the prediction of whether overquali-
fied individuals are likely to experience
greater (or lesser) work-to-family conflict (or
family-to-work conflict). Erdogan et al. pro-
vided the caveat that they were assuming
overqualification would lead to lower levels
of work-to-family conflict ‘‘in cases where
employees have chosen jobs for which they
are overqualified so that they can handle
their non-work responsibilities and inter-
ests’’ (p. 20). This is a critical caveat, as an
individual will determine the importance of
each role, or how salient it is, and rank each
role in relation to other roles. As a result,
people construct hierarchies to determine
their degree of personal investment in each
role. Once an individual decides how com-
mitted he or she is to various roles, he or
she can subsequently set emotional levels,
attitudes, and levels of participation in and
commitment to each.

From this perspective, the individuals
Erdogan et al. describe (i.e., those who
choose to enter positions for which they are
overqualified in order to have more time for
their family and other personal endeavors)
would presumably place lower salience on
their work as compared to their nonwork
roles. As such, any conflict they experience
between the two domains will likely be seen
as hindering their families, as opposed to
their work. Thus, although we would expect
one type of WFC, family-to-work conflict,
to be less of a concern for these individuals,

we would expect the other type, work-to-
family conflict, to be increased.

These expectations are likely to be further
complicated by how an individual views
his or her work. Not all employees view
their work in the same way or work for
the same reasons. Although many people
work for financial reasons, many work for
reasons that go beyond mere income, with
some viewing their work as an extension
of their identity or their primary purpose
in life (Wrzesniewski, McCauley, Rozin, &
Schwartz, 1997). One way in which per-
ceptions of work have been differentiated
is in terms of whether individuals view
their work as being a job, a career, or a
calling. According to Wrzesniewski et al.
(1997), jobs hold the least personal mean-
ing and involvement for individuals, careers
have considerably more involvement and
meaning, and callings have the most per-
sonal involvement and attachment to one’s
self-image.

By definition, individuals who view their
work as careers and callings (vs. jobs) assign
a higher level of salience to their work role
than to other roles. Therefore, these indi-
viduals would be more likely to view any
conflicts between work and family as being
an impediment on work, rather than from
work. On the other hand, individuals who
view their work as mere jobs (vs. careers or
callings) assign less salience to this role.
Thus, these individuals would be more
likely to view work as being a source of
any conflict that may be occurring between
work and family.

This high importance that career-
oriented individuals (as opposed to job-
minded individuals) place on work is also
likely to influence how much time is spent at
work versus at home. According to scarcity
theory (Marks, 1977), human energy is fixed
and therefore too much time or energy
dedicated to work results in less left for
nonwork roles such as family. As individ-
uals add roles to their lives, the likelihood
of overload, conflict, and strain increases
(Marks, 1977). Therefore, career-oriented
individuals may experience more stress for
failing to fulfill work-related goals, whereas
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individuals who view their work as merely
a job may experience more stress and strain
when they fail to fulfill commitments out-
side of work, such as obligations to family
members. When such stress occurs, the
individual is likely to place the blame for
any conflict on the domain that is of less
importance to the individual (family for
career-oriented individuals and work for
job-minded individuals).

In conclusion, we believe that Erdo-
gan et al. touched upon an important
aspect of the potential relationship between
overqualification and the work–family
interface. However, we also believe that
their assessment of the likely relationship
between the two was too simplistic. We
urge researchers interested in pursuing this
relationship to consider the issues raised
herein when formulating and testing their
hypotheses.
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