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background
The purpose of this paper is to investigate the impact of 
the Big Five personality traits on work-family interference/
enhancement and mental health using a three-wave longi-
tudinal design.

participants and procedure
The paper draws on a sample (N = 886) from the House-
hold, Income and Labor Dynamics in Australia survey. 
Structural equation modeling was used to examine the 
measures of the variables and assess their associations 
across three time periods.

results
The results indicate that conscientiousness and emotional 
stability are the personality traits that are associated with 
work-to-family enhancement over time. In addition, work-
to-family enhancement is a mediator between emotional 
stability and mental health. Overall, there exists a positive 
reciprocal relationship between work-to-family enhance-
ment and mental health throughout the three waves.

conclusions
This study showed that there is a bidirectional positive link 
between work-to-family enhancement and mental health. 
The findings suggest that organizations will benefit not 
only from developing interventions to enrich employees’ 
work skills, behaviors/attitudes but also from promoting 
their mental health and emotional stability. This study 
is the first to confirm the partial mediation role of work-
to-family enhancement between emotional stability and 
mental health, and bidirectional relations of work-to-fam-
ily enhancement and mental health. Moreover, the longi-
tudinal design of this study overcomes the limitations of 
prior cross-sectional studies in evaluating the relationships 
of constructs.
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Background

Mental health is fundamental to our collective and 
individual ability as humans to think, emote, interact 
with each other, earn a living and lead a fulfilling life. 
That includes the ability to study, work or pursue lei-
sure interests, and to make day-to-day personal deci-
sions about educational, employment, family or other 
choices (WHO, 2006). The importance of mental health 
stems from the nature of human capital and is an in-
tegral component of human health. Today, mental 
health disorders are becoming more prevalent all over 
the world and may have a damaging effect on both in-
dividuals and families, and far-reaching effects on soci-
ety as a whole. The World Health Organization (WHO) 
estimates that some 450 million people worldwide suf-
fer from mental health disorders and many more have 
lesser mental health problems (WHO, 2013). 

Personality is one of the most important predictors 
of mental health and personality traits are considered 
both a protective and promoting factor of mental ill-
nesses (Tan, 2007). Understanding individuals’ per-
sonality can shed some light on their behaviors in 
given circumstances: their preference, their motiva-
tions and wishes, and, ultimately, their wellbeing. In 
the same vein, there is strong evidence that personal-
ity is related to vocational behavior (Cheng & Furn-
ham, 2001; Judge, Heller, &  Mount, 2002; Matzler 
& Renzl, 2007) and career success (Fang et al., 2015) 
while controlling for general mental ability (Judge, 
Higgins, Thoresen, & Barrick, 1999). Although there 
are many studies on personality and mental health, 
the previously established associations are still weak-
er than expected (Kotov, Gamez, Schmidt, & Watson, 
2010). In addition, little attention has been paid to the 
question of how personality variables relate to mental 
health longitudinally. 

The work-family interface represents another de-
bated issue in the mental health literature. Work and 
family are two equally important domains in human 
life (Casper, Harris, Taylor-Bianco, & Wayne, 2011). 
Parents in paid work try to reconcile two key aspi-
rations: commitment to caring for their family and 
participation in the labor market. However, today’s 
24/7 service-on-demand and hyper-connected society 
requires workers to expand their effort and be flex-
ible, even at the risk of not fulfilling their family roles 
and affecting their well-being. Indeed, family, work, 
and health are often mentioned by adults as the most 
important things in their lives (Rantanen, Pulkkinen, 
& Kinnunen, 2005).

The objective of this study is to investigate the im-
pact of personality traits and the work-family inter-
face on mental health. More specifically, we consider 
the influence of the Big Five personality variables on 
mental health of individuals who are working and 
have parenting responsibilities. As reported in the 
work-family methodological review by Casper, Eby, 

Bordeaux, Lockwood, and Lambert (2007), many 
cross-sectional studies have been conducted in the 
work-family research field, but longitudinal studies 
are as yet very rare. To this end, responding to the call 
of Wayne, Musisca, and Fleeson (2004) for longitudi-
nal research, we first investigate the simultaneous, 
longitudinal role of personality on work-to-family 
interference (WFI) and work-to-family enhancement 
(WFE). Second, we test the WFI and WFE longitudi-
nal effects on mental health. Thereafter, we analyze 
whether there is any longitudinal mediating impact 
of these work-family experiences or not. This medi-
ating impact is important for deepening our under-
standing of whether individuals’ personality traits 
reduce or enhance their mental health via a balanced 
work-family approach over time.

This study contributes to the field of psychology 
and vocational behavior in three ways. First, by focus-
ing on the direct and indirect paths, we expand the 
association between personality and mental health. At 
a direct level, we aim to determine whether personal-
ity and mental health are related by showing that they 
rely on common substrates. At the indirect level, we 
seek to understand whether personality traits are also 
seen to promote (or lower) mental health. Second, this 
study sheds some light on the association between 
work and mental health. Although many studies have 
established correlations between mental health and 
work-related factors, they are generally cross-section-
al in nature and therefore fail to capture long-term ef-
fects (Wayne et al., 2004). Beside this methodological 
development, past research has traditionally focused 
on the impact of unemployment and the erosion of 
work life on mental health or vice versa (Murphy 
& Athanasou, 1999; Breslin & Mustard, 2003). There 
is a  need to consider work’s impact on individuals’ 
family lives and their interaction with individual 
mental health in the development of behavior. Third, 
this study complements past cross-sectional research, 
which attempted to evaluate the impact of the Big Five 
on work-to-family interference (Kinnunen, Vermulst, 
Gerris, & Makikangas, 2003; Schieman & Glavin, 2011) 
by adding work-to-family enhancement as a positive 
spillover. Positive spillover refers to the fact that the 
experiences in one domain (work) provide beneficial 
effects to another domain (family). The following 
three sections represent the discussions related to per-
sonality traits, WFI, WFE and mental health linkages. 
This is followed by a  description of our three-wave 
longitudinal study and the presentation of the results.

The impact of personality traits 
on mental health

The past two decades have seen a considerable evo-
lution of the field of mental health and related dis-
ciplines, including psychology. While most of the 
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early research focused on negative psychology top-
ics (anxiety, depression and so on), positive psycho-
logical terms (positive experiences and relationships, 
enduring psychological traits) have received growing 
attention since the 1980s (Shirazi, Khan, &  Ansari, 
2013). This latter stream of research investigates and 
promotes realistic ways of fostering greater wellbe-
ing in individuals and communities. Similarly, the 
World Health Organization defined mental health as 
“a state of well-being in which the individual realizes 
his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal 
stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, 
and is able to make a contribution to his or her com-
munity” (WHO, 2005; p. 2). Mental health has often 
been considered as synonymous with ‘psychological 
health’ or ‘psychological well-being’. 

Past research underlined that personality traits 
are key antecedents of mental health (Furnham 
& Cheng, 1999; Goodwin & Friedman, 2006; Haslam, 
Whelan, & Bastian, 2009). Schacter, Gilbert, and We-
gner (2009, p. 468) defined personality “as an indi-
vidual’s characteristic style of behaving, thinking, 
and feeling.” Other scholars defined personality as 
the totality of character attributes and behavioral 
traits of a person (Shirazi et al., 2013). The personality 
characteristics are generally summarized in terms of 
the “Big Five” personality dimensions: agreeableness, 
conscientiousness, extraversion, emotional stability, 
and openness to experience (Barrick & Mount, 1991). 
The model provides a comprehensive framework for 
describing personality and has great utility by inte-
grating and systematizing several concepts and mea-
surements (McCrae & Costa, 2008; Goldberg, 1993).

In conservation of resource theory personal char-
acteristics are considered as the limited individual 
resources and as factors influencing individuals’ well-
being. Conservation of resource theory (COR) devel-
oped by Hobfoll (1989) posits that individuals possess 
some resources, which can be broadly defined as “ob-
jects, personal characteristics, conditions, or energies 
that are valued by the individual” (Hobfoll, 1989). 
When these resources are threatened or lost, this af-
fects people’s physical and psychological health. Per-
sonality traits may play a  role by exposing people 
to greater loss events and decreasing their ability to 
recover from losses. For example, neuroticism shows 
individuals’ balance in terms of their emotions and 
is considered to be associated with vulnerability to 
resource losses and stress. On the other hand, some 
personality traits such as conscientiousness enable 
people to cope with stressful situations and help in 
resource investment. Costa and McCrae (1980) also 
reported the positive effect of extraversion and nega-
tive impact of neuroticism on subjective wellbeing. 
Therefore, the interactions of personality character-
istics and mental health should be examined in detail.

Extraversion refers to the degree of sociability or 
withdrawal that a person tends to exhibit. Extraverts 

are typically assertive, dominant, energetic, active, 
talkative, and optimistic. Extraversion tends to cor-
relate with pleasant emotions and is characterized by 
positive evaluations of life in general and career in 
particular (Clark & Watson, 1991) that lead to better 
mental health. 

There is a broad consensus in the literature that ex-
traversion is closely and positively related to mental 
health (Argyle & Lu, 1990; Furnham & Cheng, 1999) 
and to subjective wellbeing. In this respect, Brebner, 
Donaldson, Kirby, and Ward (1995) found that scores 
in extraversion and neuroticism accounted for 42% of 
the variance in predicting happiness. 

Agreeableness is associated with trust, helpfulness, 
cooperation, forgiveness, kindness and sympathy 
(McCrae &  Costa, 1991). A high level of agreeable-
ness characterizes cooperative individuals and a pref-
erence for interpersonal relationships. Conversely, 
someone at the low end of the dimension can be de-
scribed as self-centered and hard-bargaining. The ori-
entation toward others and being altruistic facilitates 
the development of social relationships, the capacity 
to share problems, and to be more relaxed – all of 
which result in better mental health (DeNeve & Coo-
per, 1998; Haslam et al., 2009; McCrae & Costa, 1991). 

Conscientiousness contains two components. The 
first component reflects dependability. Conscien-
tious individuals are careful, thorough, responsible, 
and organized (Barrick & Mount, 1991). The second 
component underpins volitional variables, suggest-
ing that conscientious individuals are strong-willed, 
determined, and persistent (McCrae &  John, 1992). 
Careful planning, effective organization and efficient 
time management may allow a person to accomplish 
more in the time available and reduce stress and strain 
(Wayne et al., 2004). 

Given the importance of goal strivings in deter-
mining mental health (DeNeve &  Cooper, 1998), 
conscientious individuals appear to be orientated to-
wards life situations that are beneficial for wellbeing 
(McCrae & Costa, 1991). They set themselves higher 
goals, have high levels of motivation and are more 
likely to be able to function effectively in society and 
to achieve their goals (Judge & Ilies, 2002). There is 
also empirical evidence that a higher level in consci-
entiousness significantly decreases the probability of 
mental disorders (Goodwin & Friedman, 2006). 

Emotional stability is also frequently referred to its 
converse, neuroticism. Emotionally stable individuals 
are characterized as usually calm, even-tempered, re-
laxed and able to face stressful situations without be-
coming upset. As such, they can manage day-to-day 
performance pressure, remain optimistic, and gener-
ally maintain positive working relationships with co-
workers (Hurtz & Donovan, 2000). Conversely, indi-
viduals with a low level of emotional stability tend to 
experience a number of negative emotions including 
anxiety, anger, and vulnerability (Berkowitz, 1990).
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Emotional stability is a trait highly relevant to ad-
justment, and can be considered a major feature in 
the process of coping with stressors. Individuals low 
in emotional stability are more likely to use ineffec-
tive mechanisms of coping with stress, and be less 
capable of tasks such as solving problems or avoiding 
feelings of distress (McCrae &  Costa, 1991). It also 
indicates a tendency to have unrealistic ideas and in-
ability to control urges, and is negatively associated 
with mental health (Feldt, Metsapelto, Kinnunen, 
& Pulkkinen, 2007). 

Together with extraversion, emotional stability 
is one of the most prevalent personality dimensions 
in mental health literature (Watson & Clark, 1992). 
Over the past decades, this variable emerged as one 
of the best predictors of wellbeing (Costa & McCrae, 
1980; DeNeve & Cooper, 1998). 

Openness to experience is characterized by creativ-
ity, imaginativeness, curiosity, sensitivity, original-
ity and a need for variety (Barrick & Mount, 1991;  
McCrae &  John, 1992). Individuals scoring a  high 
level of openness to experience are unconventional, 
accepting change, creative, curious and question au-
thority (Costa, McCrea, & Dye, 1991). Open-minded 
people have strong tendencies to seek out unfamiliar 
situations that allow for greater access to new ex-
periences and perspectives. They are willing to en-
tertain novel ideas and unconventional values, and 
they experience both positive and negative emotions 
more keenly than closed individuals.

Individuals with a high level of openness can bet-
ter tolerate ambiguity, relax psychologically, and are 
thus less likely to feel distress when facing uncer-
tain situations in their life (Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, 
& Knafo, 2002). Open individuals with wide interests 
and curiosity are likely to make sense out of situa-
tions and events in their surroundings and feel that 
new situations are worthy of engagement. High 
scores on openness to experience translate into the 
belief that the world is comprehensible, manageable, 
and meaningful (Feldt et al., 2007), which in turn pro-
motes better mental health. 

Impacts of personality traits  
on WFI and WFE

Recent studies indicated that personality charac-
teristics play not only incentive but also preventive 
roles in individuals’ wellbeing. Allen, Herst, Bruck, 
and Sutton (2000) reported that while positive traits 
protect individuals from role conflicts and promote 
better wellbeing, negative traits play an encourag-
ing role for conflict and stress. Extraversion predis-
poses people to experience positive affects (Watson 
&  Clark, 1992), to engage in coping strategies and 
also be social (Watson & Hubbard, 1996). As a result 
of positive evaluations of life, individuals with high 

extraversion might be less inclined to perceive simul-
taneous work and family demands as problematic. 
Because of their energetic, active characteristics and 
social network, these individuals might have more 
control over the work and family demands in their 
lives (Rantanen et al., 2005). In the same way, people 
who are open to experience are imaginative, curious, 
and open-minded. This helps them in finding new 
ways to balance their work and family lives, and con-
sequently, to be protected from WFI (Kossek, Noe, 
& DeMarr, 1999) and to improve their mental health. 

Agreeable individuals promote interpersonal 
bonds and social success (McCrae &  Costa, 1991), 
view their experience in positive terms (Watson 
& Hubbard, 1996) and are compassionate and coop-
erative, which leads to mutual social support. The 
stronger social support enjoyed by agreeable indi-
viduals is likely to prevent work-family conflicts, 
as these individuals experience fewer difficulties in 
combining work and family roles.

Conscientious individuals promote effective ac-
complishment of daily tasks and success in work 
(McCrae & Costa, 1991). Their effectiveness, organi-
zational skills, and orderliness may serve as a  per-
sonal harness to minimize simultaneous demands 
from work and family (Rantanen et al., 2005). Con-
scientiousness is also related to lower sensitivity to 
stressful situations and to active problem solving 
(Vollrath &  Torgersen, 2000). Consequently, both 
agreeableness and conscientiousness can be assumed 
to have positive effects on work-family balance. 

Conversely, neuroticism has been identified as 
a risk factor that is likely to increase WFI (Rantanen 
et al., 2005). Individuals low in emotional stability are 
less able to use coping strategies to deal with stress 
and to balance work and family demands, which 
leads to higher WFI and increases mental health bur-
dens (Brebner, 2001; Penley & Tomaka, 2002). Indi-
viduals who are emotionally stable tend to see simi-
lar stressful situations as a challenge in which they 
can respond, remaining calm, relaxed and optimistic. 
As a result this may serve as a promoting factor for 
work-to-family enhancement and mental health. 

Overall, high scores on agreeableness, conscien-
tiousness, emotional stability, extraversion and open-
ness to experience are consistently related to adap-
tive coping strategies such as planning and focusing 
on the task at hand, reinterpreting the stressful situ-
ation in a positive way, and seeking social support 
(Penley & Tomaka, 2002; Pittenger, 2004). The coping 
strategies in a situation where work demands inter-
fere with family life usually require reduction of the 
conflict and promotion of work-to-family enhance-
ment, in order to decrease stress. Based on all these 
theoretical and empirical backgrounds related to 
each personality traits, we proposed that:

Hypothesis 1: Personality traits (extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability 
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and openness to experience) have a cross-lagged im-
pact on WFE and WFI, which suggests that employ-
ees who are extraverted, agreeable, conscientious, 
emotionally stable and open to experience subse-
quently perceive low WFI and high WFE. 

The mediating effect of WFI  
and WFE

Today, men, and increasingly women, spend a signifi-
cant part of their life in paid work. While work is at 
the core of contemporary life, family remains equally 
important for most people. Pursuing a ‘dual career’ as 
a jobholder and a parent can lead to both conflict and 
enhancement between these roles. 

Given the increasing prevalence of dual-breadwin-
ner families, single working parents, and the growing 
pressure in the workplace, most of the initial research 
focused on the negative spillovers between work and 
family domains, where demands from work and fam-
ily are not always compatible (Greenhaus & Buetell, 
1985; Mesmer-Magnus & Viswesvaran, 2005). Work-
family interference (or conflict) typically represents 
an impediment to successfully meeting family-related 
demands and responsibilities (Frone, Russell, & Coo-
per, 1997). It may undermine a person’s ability to con-
struct and maintain a positive parental image and may 
result in missing out on rewarding aspects of being 
a parent, or present obstacles to being a good parent.

A substantial body of research has shown the 
negative impact of work-family interference on men-
tal health (Frone, Russell, &  Cooper, 1992; Losoncz 
&  Bortoiotto, 2009). Resource drain theory assumes 
that the multiple demands of work and family and 
participation of multiple roles are detrimental to the 
individual and invoke stress, resulting in emotional 
strain (Edwards & Rothbard, 2000). Individuals who 
struggle to carry out their work and family roles dis-
play reduced mental wellbeing and life satisfaction. 
One of the most consistent findings in the literature 
is the strong correlation between work-family inter-
ference and stress, depression and stress-related out-
comes including psychological strain, anxiety, depres-
sion, somatic complaints, elevated blood pressure, 
and alcohol abuse (Allen et al., 2000; Odle-Dusseau, 
Britt, & Bobko, 2012). Individuals’ job, family and life 
satisfaction levels are also found to be negatively as-
sociated with work-family interference in some cross-
sectional (Frye &  Breaugh, 2004) and longitudinal 
studies (Cho & Tay, 2016). 

More recently researchers have started to consider 
the positive aspects of the work-family relationship, 
which is generally called enhancement (Casper, De 
Hauw, &  Wayne, 2013). Work-family enhancement 
suggests that the participation in multiple roles and 
a  well-balanced role system, which incorporates all 
roles (i.e., marital, parental and work roles), provide 

a  greater number of opportunities and resources to 
enhance individual growth and better functioning 
(Grzywacz &  Marks, 2000). In addition, work may 
enrich individuals’ skills, behaviors and attitudes and 
promote positive moods that are useful for parenting 
roles (Grzywacz, 2000). Work-to-family enhancement 
(or facilitation) therefore results in higher levels of 
mental health (Kinnunen, Feldt, Geurts, &  Pulkkin-
nen, 2006; McNall, Nicklin, & Masuda, 2010). 

In this context, personality is one of the most im-
portant individual-related variables in work-family 
linkages (Baltes, Zhdanova, & Clark, 2011). Personal-
ity traits which enable employees to use their time 
more efficiently, to engage in roles with more ener-
gy, and to perceive less stress lead to a reduction of 
work-family conflict (Wayne et al., 2004) and better 
mental health. Personality traits have been shown to 
not only influence the individuals’ interpretation of 
a situation but also shape the environments in a va-
riety of life domains including both WFI and WFE. 
The impact of personality is distinct for interference 
and enhancement. More specifically, it is anticipated 
that the presence of high scores on each personality 
characteristic will decrease WFI and, simultaneously, 
increase WFE. Based on this literature we proposed 
the hypotheses below. 

Hypothesis 2a: WFE has a  longitudinal mediating 
role between personality traits and mental health, 
which suggests that employees who are extraverted, 
agreeable, conscientious, emotionally stable and open 
to experience subsequently experience high work-
family enhancement and in turn better mental health.

Hypothesis 2b: WFI has a  longitudinal mediating 
role between personality traits and mental health, 
which suggests that employees who are extraverted, 
agreeable, conscientious, emotionally stable and open 
to experience subsequently perceive low work-to-
family interference and in turn better mental health.

Participants and procedure

Participants

This study draws on the Household, Income and La-
bour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. HILDA 
is a nationally representative longitudinal household 
survey conducted by the Australian government. It 
investigates life in Australia, focusing on income, the 
labour market, and family dynamics. The HILDA proj-
ect has been approved by the Human Research Ethics 
Committee of the University of Melbourne. The sur-
vey was initiated in 2001, and the wave 1 panel con-
sisted of 7,682 households and 19,914 individuals. The 
survey used four questionnaires, which are a house-
hold form, a household questionnaire, a person ques-
tionnaire for all household members aged 15 years 
and over, and a  self-completion questionnaire. All 
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variables’ data used in this study are collected with 
a self-completion questionnaire. The reference popu-
lation was all members of private dwellings in Austra-
lia, with some exceptions. To ensure that all members 
of the in-scope population have the same probability 
of selection, dwellings that were not primary plac-
es of residence (for example, holiday homes) were 
also excluded. The households were selected using 
a multi-staged approach. First, a sample of 488 Census 
Collection Districts (CDs) were selected from across 
Australia. Second, within each of these CDs, a sample 
of 22 to 34 dwellings was selected, depending on the 
expected response and occupancy rates of the area. 
The selections were made after all dwellings within 
each of the CDs were fully listed. Finally, within each 
dwelling, up to three households were selected to be 
part of the sample (Goode & Watson, 2007).

The constraints related to availability of all vari-
ables in each wave and appropriateness of time lags 
led us to use wave 5 (time 1), 9 (time 2) and 11 (time 3) 
in this study. Although there is not any clear guide-
line for deciding time lags of longitudinal studies, two 
years would be appropriate for our research model. 
Rantanen et al. (2005) reported that studies that are re-
lated to work-family balance and have a time lag more 
than one year are rare in the literature. They also stat-
ed that the stability and reciprocal relationships with 
antecedent and consequence variables of work-fam-
ily balance would be indicated better in longitudinal 
studies with longer than one-year time periods. On 
the other hand, Frone and colleagues (1997) suggested 
that the effects of work-to-family conflict might oc-
cur in shorter time periods than four years. Therefore, 
two-year time lags used in this study would be appro-
priate to indicate a mediator role between personality 
characteristics and mental health of individuals. 

From these three waves, we selected the adults 
who were employed and had parenting responsibili-
ties (with no distinction of parenting of adult or mi-
nor children). This led to a sample of 866 participants 
across the three waves. In the retained sample, 57.5% 
of the respondents were male and 42.5% were female. 
The average age was 40.5 years. The vast majority of 
the respondents (85.2%) were legally married or in 
a de facto relationship, and 14.8% were single. The re-
spondents’ education level varied: 18.9% had a grad-
uate and postgraduate degree, 30% had a  bachelor 
degree and 51.1% had completed 12 years of formal 
education with no tertiary education. 

Measures

Personality variables. The Big Five Personality Inven-
tory, which is an old but practical and widely used tool, 
consists of 36 items derived from Saucier’s (1994) set 
of adjectives. Participants were asked to rate how well 
each of the adjectives describes them using a 7-point 

scale from 1 (does not describe me at all) to 7 (describes 
me very well). To identify the number of underlying 
dimensions of personality, principal component anal-
ysis with varimax rotation was performed. Varimax 
rotation is one of the most popular rotation methods 
that is used to maximize shared variance among items 
which leads them to be associated with one or a small 
number of factors (Abdi, 2003). Internal consistency 
was assessed using Cronbach’s α. Reliabilities for each 
factor were good and within the typical range of previ-
ous studies that have drawn on HILDA data (Losoncz, 
2009): agreeableness (sympathetic, kind, cooperative, 
warm; α = .79); conscientiousness (orderly, systematic, 
inefficient*, sloppy*, disorganized*, efficient; α = .79); 
emotional stability (envious*, moody*, touchy*, jeal-
ous*, temperamental*, fretful*; α =  .79); extraversion 
(talkative, bashful*, quiet*, extroverted, shy*, lively; 
α  =  .78) and openness to experience (deep, philo-
sophical, creative, intellectual, complex, imaginative; 
α =  .74). The adjectives with an asterisk are reverse 
scored. Scale scores were created by computing the 
mean of the items for a given trait, such that higher 
scores meant higher prevalence of the trait.

Mental health. In order to measure the individu-
als’ mental health, we used the ‘mental health’ com-
ponent of the Short Form 36 (SF-36) measure. The 
SF-36 health survey is an internationally recognized 
diagnostic tool for assessing functional health status 
and well-being (Frijters, Johnston, &  Shields, 2014). 
The mental health scale comprises nine items which 
include feeling ‘full of life, nervous*, down in the 
dumps*, lot of energy, peaceful, happy, worn out*, 
tired*’ (the adjectives with an asterisk are reverse 
scored). The participants were asked to rate the state-
ments using a 6-point scale from 1 (all of the time) to 
6 (none of the time). The internal reliability was very 
good (Cronbach’s α = .89). 

Work-to-family interference and work-to-family 
enhancement. The effect of work on family was mea-
sured using the work-family strains and gains scale 
from Marshall and Barnett (1993). Work-to-family in-
terference (Cronbach’s α  =  .86) was measured with 
four items on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 7 (strongly agree). Work-family enhancement 
(Cronbach’s α  =  .80) was measured with another 
four items from the same scale. An example item for 
work-to-family interference was “Working leaves me 
with too little time or energy to be the kind of parent 
I want to be”; for work-to-family enhancement: “The 
fact that I am working makes me a better parent”.

Analysis

Prior to analyzing the structural models, measure-
ment models and measurement equivalences were 
tested with a  confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). 
First, the measurement models were run with the 
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CFA maximum likelihood estimator and the good-
ness of fit was checked for each of the three waves. 
Second, the measurement invariance over time was 
tested by checking chi square differences between 
two alternative models. As suggested by Cole and 
Maxwell (2003), providing measurement invariance 
is crucial before conducting any structural compari-
sons over time. Since obtaining full measurement 
invariance is regarded as difficult, partial measure-
ment invariance, which means metric invariance, is 
considered sufficient before comparisons of struc-
tural models (Byrne, Shavelson, &  Muthén, 1989). 
To do this, two alternative models were compared 
with each other. The first model (the unrestricted 
or autoregressive model) included freely estimated 
parameters across all three time points, whereas the 
second model (metric invariance model) contained 
equal factor loadings within constructs across all 
the waves. After testing whether the measurement 
model was invariant over time, the variables were 
composed by taking the average scores of items that 
emerged from the CFA. Descriptives and correlation 
scores are shown in Table 1. Also, to examine the dif-
ferences within factors regarding time effects, analy-
sis of variance (ANOVA) was conducted. The ANOVA 
results are presented in the next section.

To test the hypotheses, longitudinal models veri-
fying the paths (within and between constructs) and 
parameter restrictions were generated and compared. 
First, a base model (also called a stability or autore-
gressive model) was computed. This model suggests 
stability in the within-construct relationship over 
time. Consequently, in stability model 1, the param-
eter estimates were allowed to be freely estimated, 
whereas in stability model 2, within construct paths 
in and between time 1, 2 and 3 were constrained to be 
equal. In a second step, causality models (also referred 
to as forward unidirectional or forward cross-lagged) 
were created. In the causality models, paths from 
personality dimensions at time 1 to WFI and WFE at 
time 2, from WFI and WFE at time 1 to mental health 
at time 2, from personality dimensions at time 2 to 
WFI and WFE at time 3 and from WFI and WFE at 
time 2 to mental health at time 3 were included. Also, 
in order to test the direct effect of personality dimen-
sions on mental health, paths from personality dimen-
sions at time 1 to mental health at time 2 and from 
personality dimensions at time 2 to mental health at 
time 3 were included. Third, reverse causality (reverse 
unidirectional or reverse cross-lagged) model 1 and 2, 
having the same paths as in the causality models but 
in the reverse direction (from mental health to WFI 
and WFE), were formed. Lastly, a reciprocal (bidirec-
tional) model that includes all paths from causality 
and from reversed models was generated. Consistent 
with stability models, causality, reverse causality and 
reciprocal models with number 1 are unrestricted 
(freely estimated parameters), whereas models with 

number 2 include construct equivalence for paths 
from time 1 to time 2 and from time 2 to time 3. All 
aforementioned models can be seen in Figure 1. 

When examining chi square differences between 
the restricted and unrestricted versions of the same 
model (e.g., causality model 2 vs causality model 1), 
the more restricted of the two models being compared 
should not result in a  significant worsening in the 
model fit (p >  .05) for it to be retained. When com-
paring different models to one another (e.g., causality 
model 2 versus stability model 2), the chi square dif-
ferences should be significant (p < .05) in order to re-
tain the model. The analysis was conducted with SPSS 
and AMOS (version 23) statistical software packages. 

Results

Longitudinal measurement 
invariance

In measurement models of each wave, goodness of fit 
indices (at time 1 χ2/df = 1.64, CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.05, 
RMSEA  =  0.05; at time  2 χ2/df  =  1.72, CFI  =  0.95, 
SRMR = 0.05, RMSEA = 0.06 and at time 3 χ2/df = 1.88, 
CFI = 0.95, SRMR = 0.06, RMSEA = 0.06) suggested an 
acceptable fit. The criteria for acceptable fit indices 
were taken from Hu and Bentler (1999). The items 
loaded significantly on their underlying factors with 
loadings above 0.40. 

In testing the longitudinal measurement invari-
ance, model fit of unrestricted and restricted (met-
ric invariance) models was compared. The findings 
revealed that chi square differences between these 
models were not significant (Δχ2  =  12.8, p  =  .512), 
which confirms metric invariance over time. 

Descriptives, correlations and ANOVA

After obtaining partial measurement invariance across 
the times, the composite variables were obtained by 
taking the average of the related items. The time ef-
fects on each of the eight variables were also tested 
by one-way ANOVA. Extraversion [F(2, 2655) = 0.38, 
p = .683], conscientiousness [F(2, 2655) = 2.48, p = .084], 
emotional stability [F(2, 2655) = 2.65, p = .077], open-
ness to experience [F(2, 2655) = 1.90, p =  .149], WFI 
[F(2, 2655) = 2.74, p =  .118], WFE [F(2, 2655) = 2.67, 
p = .104] and mental health [F(2, 2655) = 1.96, p = .146] 
did not show significant differences over time. Agree-
ableness had significant time effects [F(2, 2655) = 6.24, 
p  =  .002]. The post hoc comparisons (Bonferroni) 
revealed that agreeableness mean score at time 3 is 
significantly different from the scores at time 1 and 
time 2. This significant time effect implies that par-
ticipants’ agreeableness level increased at time 3 com-
pared with time 1 and time 2. 
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Longitudinal structural models

As explained earlier, alternative longitudinal models 
were formed and compared by using chi-square differ-
ence tests. Table 2 indicates fit indices (as comparative 
fit index (CFI), standardized root-mean-square residu-
al (SRMR) and root mean square error of approxima-
tion (RMSEA)) of each model and Table 3 indicates the 
chi-square difference scores (Δχ2) between the com-
pared models. 

First, the stability models were compared with 
each other. The chi-square difference test (Δχ2  =  2.1, 
p =  .881) revealed that the restricted model, which is 
stability model 2, was not significantly worse than the 
unrestricted model (stability model 1) with accept-
able model fit (χ2/df = 1.69, CFI = 0.93, SRMR = 0.06,
RMSEA = 0.03). This shows the stability within the per-
sonality, work-family linkage and mental health con-
structs between all three waves (Cole & Maxwell, 2003).

Second, the causality models were compared with 
each other and with stability model 2. In this case, 
these forward unidirectional paths test for relation-
ships in the direction from personality to WFE/WFI 
linkage and from WFE/WFI to mental health. The com-

parison of causality models revealed that the restrict-
ed model (causality model 2) had acceptable model fit  
(χ2/df = 1.65, CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.06, RMSEA = 0.03) but 
was significantly worse (Δχ2 = 15.7, p = .021) than the 
unrestricted model (causality model 1). This suggests 
that the constraints related to construct equivalence for 
paths from time 1 to time 2 and from time 2 to time 3 
provided a  statistically worse model than the unre-
stricted model. However, when we compared causality 
model 1 with stability model 2, we found a significant 
improvement (Δχ2 = 45.3, p = .026). Therefore, forward 
unidirectional paths significantly improve the model.

Thereafter the third models, which had same paths 
as the causality model but in a reverse direction, were 
compared with each other and with stability model 2. 
The comparisons of reverse causality model 2 and 
reverse causality model 1 also indicated a significant 
chi square difference (Δχ2 = 18.2, p = .034), which in-
dicates that restricted reverse causality model 2 is sig-
nificantly worse than reverse causality model 1. This 
latter model had an acceptable model fit (χ2/df = 1.66, 
CFI = 0.94, SRMR = 0.06, RMSEA = 0.03) and showed 
significant improvement (Δχ2 = 36.8, p = .037) in com-
parison to stability model 2. 

Time 1
Personality
Extraversion

Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional stability

Openness to experience

Time 1
Work to family

interference

Work to family
enhancement

Time 1
Mental health

Time 2
Personality
Extraversion

Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional stability

Openness to experience

Time 2
Work to family

interference

Work to family
enhancement

Time 2
Mental health

Time 3
Personality
Extraversion

Agreeableness
Conscientiousness
Emotional stability

Openness to experience 

Time 3
Work to family

interference

Work to family
enhancement

Time 3
Mental health

Figure 1. Hypothesized structural equation model.

Note.  Stability model;  Causality model;  Reverse causality model
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Lastly, the combination of causality and reverse 
causality models was formed as a  reciprocal model. 
Since in previous findings the restricted causality and 
reverse causality models were found to be statistically 
worse than unrestricted versions, the unrestricted re-
ciprocal model was compared with stability model 2. 
The chi-square difference showed that (Δχ2  =  18.4, 
p  =  .022) the reciprocal model produced significant 
improvement compared with stability model 2. In 
a broader sense, for all variables stability within three 
times was obtained. However, findings on unidirec-
tional and bidirectional relationships varied.

Forward cross-lagged relationship 
of personality, work-to-family 
interference/enhancement  
and mental health

The first finding in the forward unidirectional relation-
ship was found between personality traits and work-
family enhancement. Conscientiousness (β  =  .15, 
p <  .01) and emotional stability (β =  .11, p <  .01) at 
time  1 were found to be positively associated with 
work-to-family enhancement at time  2, and consci-
entiousness (β = .14, p < .01) and emotional stability 
(β = .12, p < .01) at time 2 were found to be positively 
associated with work-to-family enhancement at time 
3. However, conscientiousness at time 1 was found to 
be negatively associated with work-to-family inter-
ference at time 2 (β = –.10, p < .05), whereas between 
time 2 and 3 a negative association was found between 
emotional stability (time 2) and work-to-family inter-
ference (time 3) (β  =  –.12, p  <  .05). No longitudinal 
evidence was found between any personality traits 
and work-to-family interference. Altogether, these 
findings provide partial support for hypothesis 1. 

Turning to forward cross-lagged relations be-
tween work-family interference/enhancement and 
mental health, only work-to-family enhancement 
was found to be positively associated with mental 
health. Work-to-family enhancement at time 1 was 
found to be positively associated with mental health 

Table 2

Comparisons of stability, causality, reverse causality and reciprocal longitudinal models

Longitudinal models χ2 CFI SRMR RMSEA

Model 1: Stability-1 171.2 0.93 0.07 0.04

Model 2: Stability-2 169.1 0.93 0.07 0.04

Model 3: Causality-1 123.8 0.93 0.06 0.03

Model 4: Causality-2 139.5 0.94 0.06 0.03

Model 5: Reverse causality-1 132.3 0.95 0.05 0.02

Model 6: Reverse causality-2 150.5 0.95 0.05 0.02

Model 7: Reciprocal-1 150.7 0.95 0.05 0.02
N = 866 

Note. CFI – comparative fit index; SRMR – standardized root mean squared residual; RMSEA – root mean square error of approxi-
mation; *p < .05; **p < .01.

Table 3

Model comparisons

Model comparisons Dχ2

Model 1 vs. Model 2 2.1

Model 3 vs. Model 4 15.7*

Model 2 vs. Model 3 45.3*

Model 5 vs. Model 6 18.2*

Model 2 vs. Model 5 36.8*

Model 2 vs. Model 7 18.4*
N = 866 

Note. All χ2/df ratios < 2; *p < .05; **p < .01.

Table 4

Sobel tests for forward and reverse cross-lagged paths

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Sobel 
test (z)

Emotional stability Work-to-family enhancement Mental health 3.18**

Work-to-family enhancement Mental health Work-to-family enhancement 3.11**
Note. *p < .05; **p < .01.
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at time 2 (β =  .15, p <  .05), and work-to-family en-
hancement at time 2 was also found to be positively 
related to mental health at time 3 (β = .22, p <  .01). 
The findings revealed that work-to-family conflict at 
time  2 was only negatively associated with mental 
health at time 3 (β = –.10, p < .01). However, a simi-
lar impact was not found between time 1 and time 2 
(β = –.01, p > .05). These results provide support for 
hypothesis 2a but not for hypothesis 2b. 

Third, the findings also revealed the indirect effects 
of emotional stability on mental health via the me-
diator of work-to-family enhancement. Specifically, 
emotional stability at time 1 had a positive association 
with work-to-family enhancement at time 2, which in 
turn had a positive association with mental health at 
time 3. In other words, higher reported emotional sta-
bility at time 1 was significantly associated with more 
work-to-family enhancement at time 2, which, in turn, 
was associated with higher mental health at time 3. 
As suggested by Baron and Kenny (1986), the Sobel 
test was performed and the results are presented in 
Table 3. The finding confirmed the partial mediation 
effect of work-to-family enhancement between emo-
tional stability and mental health (z = 3.18, p < .01). 

Reverse cross-lagged relationship 
of work-to-family interference/
enhancement and mental health

In terms of the reverse paths, only the paths between 
mental health and work-to-family enhancement were 
found to be significant. Thus, mental health at time 1 
(β  =  .18, p  <  .05) was found to be significantly and 
positively associated with work-to-family enhance-
ment at time 2, which in turn (β =  .22, p <  .01) was 
positively associated mental health at time 3. The So-
bel test also confirmed the significance of this indirect 
effect (z = 3.11, p < .01). The forward relation of emo-
tional stability to work-to-family enhancement and to 
mental health was not found in reverse paths. Also, 
there are no statistically significant paths regard-
ing mental health to work-to-family interference or 
work-to-family interference to any personality traits. 

Discussion

In this section, we discuss the contributions and limi-
tations of the study. We also suggest avenues for fur-
ther research. 

Contribution to the literature

This study was conducted to examine relationships 
between personality, work-to-family interference/
enhancement and mental health in a  three-wave 

longitudinal design. The findings extend the litera-
ture in several ways. First, the time effects on each 
of the eight variables were tested and the results 
indicate a significant time impact on agreeableness. 
Agreeableness is considered as prosocial behavior 
and is closely related to sociocognitive capabilities 
of individuals. Bergeman et  al. (1993) revealed that 
the environmental parameters’ impact on agreeable-
ness is higher than the genetic influence, when it is 
compared with openness to experience and consci-
entiousness. Although moderate stability of agree-
ableness after the preschool years was obtained in 
previous research (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997), the 
social interactions, shared, family-wide environmen-
tal experiences also represent a significant part of the 
agreeableness and its stability across time and situa-
tions (Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005). 

Then the relationships between personality traits 
and work-to-family interference/enhancement were 
analyzed and the results indicate that conscientious-
ness and emotional stability are positively associ-
ated with work-to-family enhancement over time. 
This shows consistency with the findings of Wayne 
et  al. (2004); however, the longitudinal approach of 
this study also provides more comprehensive views 
through personality traits and work-family relations. 
Conscientious individuals are hardworking, well-
organized and efficient in time management (Bar-
rick & Mount, 1991). Since they are also achievement 
oriented, work demands and tasks that they finished 
correctly and on time stimulate their performance re-
lated to family roles. Moreover, individuals with high 
emotional stability scores may be more able to per-
ceive beneficial impacts of working on their family 
responsibilities. As such, they can take advantage of 
having multiple roles and using interpersonal skills 
gained from work to improve the quality and per-
formance (Hurtz & Donovan, 2000). Although these 
two personality traits were found to be negatively as-
sociated with work-family conflict in past research 
(Wayne et al., 2004), this longitudinal study contrib-
utes to the literature by highlighting their impact on 
work-to-family enhancement in the long term. 

Contrary to the findings of Rantanen et al. (2005), 
we found no relationship between emotional stabil-
ity and work-to-family interference over time. How-
ever, it is important to note that our cross-sectional 
findings revealed a  significant positive relationship 
between emotional stability and work-to-family in-
terference in all three waves. As Soldz and Vaillant 
(1999) suggested, stage of life and the time lags in 
longitudinal studies are important when examining 
the impact of personality traits on any outcomes. 
Hence, further longitudinal studies with different 
time lags and different designs (with mediators and 
moderators) may shed some light on the impact of 
emotional stability on work-to-family conflict over 
time. 
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Third, work-family enhancement, which means 
positive impacts of work on the quality of an indi-
vidual’s home life, was found to be positively related 
to mental health through three waves. Individuals 
who perceive a stimulating effect of work on family 
responsibilities are more able to balance work and 
family domains, which in turn enhances their mental 
health over time. The positive relationships between 
work-to-family enhancement and mental health are 
consistent with role accumulation theory (Sieber, 
1974). Having multiple roles can be more beneficial 
than harmful, and there is work-family enrichment 
because the transfer of different sorts of resources 
(i.e., affects, skills, values and developmental gains) 
and positive spillover between work and family do-
mains (Grzywacz & Marks, 2000). For example, fam-
ily members can provide affection and social support, 
which can help people to deal with stressful situa-
tions at work and vice versa. It is not only the number 
of roles but also the subjective feelings of individuals 
on rewarding aspects of the roles that can potentially 
increase wellbeing. Work-family enhancement can 
induce a set of social activities and tasks that improve 
functioning, produce more energy and increase com-
mitment and wellbeing (Grzywacz, 2000).

Fourth, and most importantly, this study showed 
the longitudinal mediating role of work-family en-
hancement between emotional stability and mental 
health. To a large extent, the impact of emotional sta-
bility on mental health was indirect, through percep-
tions of work-family enhancement. These findings 
demonstrated that emotional stability predict and 
shape the perceptions of multiple roles and the inter-
pretation of work demands that can stimulate indi-
viduals’ mental health over time. To our knowledge, 
no previous study has examined the linkage between 
emotional stability, work-family enhancement and 
mental health longitudinally. In other words, indi-
viduals who have emotional stability perceive work 
with its positive aspects and it promotes positive 
moods that are useful for their mental health (Kin-
nunen et al., 2006; McNall et al., 2010).

It is also important to note that work-family en-
hancement did not fully mediate the emotional sta-
bility and mental health relationship; in other words, 
emotional stability also has a direct positive relation-
ship with mental health that is independent of indi-
viduals’ perceptions on work-to-family enhancement. 
This is not surprising since emotionally stable indi-
viduals typically have effective coping mechanisms 
to deal with stress and they are able to keep calm. 
They can balance their emotional shifts and they 
generally tend not to be moody or overly sensitive 
(Brebner, 2001). Understanding the positive associa-
tion between emotional stability and mental health of 
employees helps managers to offer some personal de-
velopment programs. Crucially, our findings suggest 
that one of the mechanisms underlying the emotional 

stability and mental health process is the improve-
ment of work-to-family enhancement over time. 

Last but not least, this study is the first to consider 
the reciprocal relationship of work-family experi-
ences and mental health. The results related to direct 
reciprocal associations revealed that mental health 
at time 1 was positively related to family enhance-
ment at time 2, which in turn was positively associ-
ated with mental health at time 3. This process may 
be explained by the conservation of resource theory, 
which posits that resources are intertwined and play 
a critical role in stress and wellbeing (Hobfoll, 1989). 
Although the relatedness of resources has general-
ly been discussed from a  resource-loss perspective, 
the reverse is also possible. Our findings suggest 
that individuals’ high mental health improves their 
work-family enhancements and that, simultaneous-
ly, work-family enhancement stimulates individuals’ 
mental health. This reciprocal relationship of work-
family enhancement and mental health has impor-
tant implications for workplace support for workers. 
Counseling and family therapy, family-friendly poli-
cies and some other psychotherapy programs would 
be beneficial for employees in enhancing their men-
tal health and work-family balance. Furthermore, 
the strength-based approach, in other words posi-
tive psychotherapy, that focuses on and emphasizes 
positive resources of individuals (Berg-Weger, Rubio, 
& Tebb, 2001) can be used in improving employees’ 
work and family roles’ interactions. Intensification of 
positive emotions, relationships and values of work 
would be valuable for individuals’ mental health and 
family reciprocally. 

As a  result, beyond merely replicating previous 
longitudinal findings (Rantanen et al., 2005), our find-
ings are the first to confirm the partial mediation role 
of work-to-family enhancement between emotional 
stability and mental health, and bidirectional relations 
of work-to-family enhancement and mental health. 
There are no statistically significant paths regard-
ing mental health to work-to-family interference or 
work-to-family interference to any personality traits. 
Since the longitudinal stability of these personality 
traits after age 30 has been reported in many studies 
(Costa & McCrae, 1988; McCrae & Costa, 1994; Rob-
erts & DelVecchio, 2000), it is not surprising not to 
have any reciprocal impacts from work-family expe-
riences and mental health to personality traits.

This study also contributes to Australian work-
place culture. Work-family conflict is a widely stud-
ied concept in Australia. Fujimoto, Azmat, and Här-
tel (2013) reported that the work-family balance of 
workers in Australia is much more related to work-
related matters such as working hours, managers 
support, hour mismatch and job context (Reynolds 
& Aletraris, 2007). However, this study examines the 
work-family interference and enhancement with in-
dividual related factors (personality traits and mental 
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health). Moreover, we may offer some suggestions 
that are specific to that country. Previous studies re-
vealed that part-time work is more common among 
women in Australia. In other words, women want to 
decrease their working time in order to meet family 
demands. However, the findings of this study suggest 
that some human resource practices, which may be 
influential for individuals’ personal development, 
may help workers to cope with work-to-family inter-
ference and enhance work-to-family enhancement. 

Limitations and suggestions for future 
research 

Although the present study provided a  large, lon-
gitudinal and nationally representative sample that 
increases the generalizability of these findings, there 
are several limitations. First, although longitudinal 
studies provide a  stronger test of causality than do 
cross-sectional studies, further longitudinal experi-
mental studies would confirm the cause-effect re-
lationship between personality traits, work-family 
interactions and mental health. Even so, this study 
helped to demonstrate the antecedent-outcome re-
lations longitudinally by measuring every concept 
at each time point and considering the stability and 
cross-lagged relations between them. 

Second, despite the lack of guidelines in appropri-
ate time lag selection in longitudinal studies (Zapf, 
Dormann, & Frese, 1996), further studies with differ-
ent time lengths could better capture the relations 
that were missed in this study. Third, the use of re-
peated measures and self-reported data increases the 
possibility of common method variance (Podsakoff, 
MacKenzie, Lee, & Podsakoff, 2003). Further research 
might solve this problem by using other data collec-
tion methods with self-reporting. In addition, the 
nature of the relationship between work and fam-
ily life appears multidirectional and complex. Thus, 
there is a  need to investigate the overlap between 
work and family from different perspectives, for ex-
ample, studying family‑to‑work (rather than work-
to-family) conflict and enhancement in order to gain 
some insight into the antecedents and consequences 
of work-family outcomes such as life satisfaction or 
health.
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