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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: Despite the high incidence of work-family conflict, there has been a lack of research that in-
Work-family conflict vestigates its impact on employee behavior, particularly concerning their consumption behavior,
Self-control

which has received inadequate attention. The present study draws on the strength model of self-
control and investigates the influence of individuals’ work-family conflict on their preferences for
hedonic and utilitarian products via self-control, with frugality acting as a moderator of this
relationship. This study gathered data from 502 full-time employees with families in China.
Results from the moderated mediating model analysis conducted using the SPSS-PROCESS macro
revealed that work-family conflict was positively associated with a preference for hedonic
products and negatively associated with a preference for utilitarian products. Self-control was
found to mediate the relationship between work-family conflict and product preferences, with a
weaker mediating effect observed for individuals with higher levels of frugality in the case of
utilitarian products. The findings of this study contribute to the literature on work-family conflict
and have implications for organizations and merchants in understanding and addressing the
impact of work-family conflict on employee consumption behavior. Specifically, this study pro-
vides insight into how organizations can better manage work-family conflict and how merchants
can make more informed marketing decisions for hedonic and utilitarian products.

Hedonic products

Utilitarian products

Frugality

The strength model of self-control

1. Introduction

The rapid economic growth in China has brought about positive changes in the lives of employees and their families [1]. However,
the high levels of work demands can potentially give rise to work-family conflict, which is a perceived stress stemming from conflicting
demands of work and family roles [2,3]. Work-family conflict has some negative consequences for organizations, such as lower
organizational commitment, lower performance, and higher turnover intention [4,5]. It is also associated with employee problems,
such as low work/family satisfaction and physical and psychological problems [6,7].

Work-family conflict is a significant stressor that can impact various aspects of an individual’s life [6-10], including their
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consumption behavior. Prior research has found that work-family conflict is associated with consumer behaviors such as alcohol use
[8], materialism [9], and unhealthy eating [10]. Previous research has focused on the effects of work-family conflict on undesirable
consumer tendencies [8-10]. However, few studies have been conducted on how work-family conflict affects consumers’ daily pur-
chase preferences specifically, which limited our understanding of the impact of work-family conflict on underlying consumer psy-
chology and behavior.

Despite the importance of this topic, the role of work-family conflict in shaping routine consumer decisions and purchasing habits
remains unexplored. To address this gap in the literature, this study aims to investigate the potential impact of consumers’ work-family
conflict on their preferences for hedonic and utilitarian products by drawing on the strength model of self-control. It is important to
note that consumer behavior is primarily based on two considerations, hedonic and utilitarian factors, which are essential and
commonly faced purchase decisions. Hedonic product preferences are primitively motivated by pleasure, enjoyment, or fun, whereas
utilitarian product preferences are primitively driven by functionality and usefulness [11]. Investigating the potential impact of
work-family conflict on consumer preferences for hedonic and utilitarian products can provide insights into how individuals cope with
the stress and demands of work and family life. Understanding this relationship is important for businesses to develop appropriate
marketing strategies that target individuals who are struggling to balance work and family responsibilities.

The strength model suggests that self-control is a limited resource that individuals use to resist psychological pressure [12]. When
the resource of self-control uses up, subsequent acts of self-control are more difficult in the short term [13]. Employees who experience
the depletion effects of work-family conflict may be more inclined to prefer hedonic products that provide immediate satisfaction over
utilitarian products that offer long-term benefits. Frugality is a key cultural value in China that emphasizes the wise use of resources
and the avoidance of waste [14]. As a virtue that promotes restraint and moderation [14], frugality may help individuals preserve their
limited self-control resources in the face of work-family conflict and play a role in regulating consumption behavior by encouraging
individuals to prioritize long-term benefits over immediate gratification. Therefore, examining the moderating effect of frugality on
the relationship between work-family conflict and preferences for hedonic and utilitarian products may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the potential mechanisms underlying these relationships.

This study aims to propose and test a new conceptual model for understanding the relationship between work-family conflict and
product preferences. In this proposed model, self-control is considered a mediation mechanism in the relationship between work-
family conflict and product preferences, while frugality may compensate for the mediating effect of self-control. This study was
conducted in mainland China on a sample of participants who had jobs and were also taking on parenting responsibilities.

This study extends previous studies by exploring the after-effects of work-family conflict on the consumption domain, and a
moderate mediation model provides a test of the strength model of self-control. Understanding how employees respond to work-family
conflict when making purchasing decisions can help promote healthy lifestyles by assisting employees with greater work-family
conflict to understand their expenses and shop wisely. This research can also benefit researchers and practitioners in understanding
the impact of work-family conflict on employees and their consumption behavior.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 presents the theoretical background, develops the conceptual model, and outlines the
underlying assumptions. Section 3 details the research design, data collection, and analysis methods. Section 4 discusses the research
findings, the theoretical and managerial contributions, limitations, and research perspectives.

2. Theoretical background and hypotheses
2.1. The strength model of self-control

Self-control is a crucial aspect of understanding the nature and function of the self, which involves changing inherent or habitual
behavior, thinking, and attention patterns [12]. It requires individuals to suppress or overcome their desires and needs to achieve
long-term goals [13]. Understanding self-control has a wide range of applications in human behavior. Successful self-control can lead
to many adaptive outcomes, such as physical and mental health, success in school and the workplace, and good interpersonal re-
lationships [15]. However, many behaviors are directly or indirectly rooted in the failure of self-control, such as alcohol and drug
abuse, overeating, excessive consumption, unintended pregnancy, smoking, crime, and violent behaviors [16,17].

As a new explanation for self-control, the strength model of self-control holds that self-control resources are limited and are
expended in the exercise of self-control [12,13]. Exercising self-control requires a period of rest before recovery, just like muscular
fatigue requires rest. Moreover, all self-control operations are based on the same resources. An effort to exert self-control in one area
reduces the available resources in another. The state of diminished self-control is termed ego depletion [18].

Much of the evidence for the failure of self-control conforms to the concept of depletion of self-control resources [18]. As
self-control resources are depleted, people switch to more rewarding activities in the short run, even if this is contrary to their
long-term outcomes or preferences [19]. For example, dieters with depleted self-control resources are prone to eating too much and
picking foods that are satisfying at the time but undermine long-term weight loss goals [20]. In a situation of work-family conflict, the
depletion state may make it difficult to refrain from spending that requires self-control reserves. The lack of self-control may be
apparent not only in spending patterns but also in behaviors that provide immediate gratification.

2.2. Work-family conflict and product preferences

Work-family conflict is defined as “a type of inter-role conflict in which pressures from both the work and family domains are
incompatible in some way” [21] (p.250-251). Work-family conflict stems from a source of stress at work and family life interface, a
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situation that many people encounter regularly [9,10,22]. Chronic stress refers to ongoing and persistent conditions in the social
environment that lead to difficulties in the performance of an individual in their social roles [23]. The inter-role conflict is known as a
“chronic strain” [24], because of its ongoing negative impact on the individual and others in both domains. The construct of
work-family conflict is widely studied in the area of organizational behavior, and is typically operationalized through a multidi-
mensional measure. Its measure consists of six dimensions of conflict, including two directions of conflict: work interference with
family and family interference with work, and also includes three forms of conflict: time-based conflict, strain-based conflict, and
behavior-based conflict. Time-based conflict refers to a situation in which time devoted to one role, such as work, makes it difficult to
fulfill obligations in the other role, such as family. Strain-based conflict occurs when the stress or strain experienced in one role in-
terferes with performance in the other role. Behavior-based conflict involves situations where behaviors, attitudes, or emotions
required by one role are incompatible with the other role [21].

Stress is important in predicting consumption behaviors [24,25]. Previous studies showed that stress is a vital antecedent of un-
healthy diet consumption [10,26]. People experiencing chronic stress tend to choose unhealthy high-fat foods (e.g., M&Ms) instead of
healthy low-fat foods (e.g., grapes) [26]. Coping with chronic stress, increased glucocorticoids are associated with chronically stim-
ulated eating behaviors, and in particular, chronic stress leads to a preference for high-calorie “palatable” food by interacting with
central reward pathways [26]. Stressed individuals are likely to purchase products that help them reduce self-awareness of stressful
situations and events [27]. This behavioral pattern is consistent with the premises of escape theory, which focuses on how stress affects
consumption activities [27]. Other studies have shown that some undesirable or excessive consumer behaviors such as shoplifting,
materialism and over-spending, are possible consequences of coping with stress [9,27,28]. The avoidance coping behaviors can be
effective in reducing stress and enhancing a person’s sense of control while providing temporary relief, and as a result, a person’s
conditioned response to stressful situations will likely be strengthened over time [25].

As an important source of chronic stress, we predict that work-family conflict would influence people’s product preferences. In
marketing research, the preferences for hedonic and utilitarian products are widely used for distinguishing different purchase moti-
vations [29,30,31]. Hedonic products provide emotional and sensory experiences characterized by aesthetic or sensory pleasure [32,
33]. Utilitarian products are those that elicit a cognitive response. These products are instrumental and fulfill functions or practical
tasks [32]. Yet little is known about how product preferences vary by work-family conflict.

The tension-reduction theory of human motivation states that people are motivated to reduce tension in an effort to maintain
internal balance and return to homeostasis [31,33]. Consumers are more likely to associate hedonic products with excitement and
escapism [30]. Hedonic products appeal to consumers mainly through their emotions and feelings [32,31]. This consumption incentive
to obtain relief from stress and negative emotions, and shopping as a special way of treating yourself, is labeled “gratification shop-
ping” of hedonic consumption [31]. When experiencing work-family conflict, shopping could be seen as a pick-me-up and a lift, though
this type of consumption just diverts attention away from a problem [24]. Because the value of self-gratification, escapism, and
therapeutic experience of hedonic products and the positive effect they bring can serve as a driving factor, we propose that consumers
with more work-family conflict tend to buy hedonic products.

Hypothesis 1a. work-family conflict is positively associated with hedonic product preference.

By contrast, the consumption of utilitarian products is intended to fulfill a practical or functional purpose [32]. When engaging in
utilitarian consumption, consumers tend to focus on accomplishing the shopping task [30]. Utilitarian products appeal to consumers
mainly through their minds and logic [32]. They are connected with necessity rather than sensation and have little effect on con-
sumers’ positive emotions. We assert that people experiencing high work-family conflict are unlikely to choose utilitarian products.

Hypothesis 1b. work-family conflict is negatively associated with utilitarian product preference.
2.3. Mediating effect of self-control

To cope with the demands of multiple roles, people experiencing work-family conflict may spend more effort and energy than those
who do not. Sustained effort can drain self-control resources, leading to burnout and exhaustion [13]. Confronting stressful situations
requires self-control, diminishing the resources available for subsequent demands on self-control, even if the stressful situation has
ended [34].

Work-family conflict typically depletes self-control resources in three distinct ways [2]. First, individuals are often required to make
deliberate choices between their work and family roles, which involves prioritizing one role over the other and fulfilling associated
responsibilities [21]. This decision-making process itself requires considerable self-control resources. Second, prioritizing one role over
the other often entails sacrificing or postponing responsibilities and benefits associated with the other role, which necessitates even
more self-control to refrain from or delay desired behaviors. Third, work-family conflict often leads to the experience of negative
emotions, which require regulation of emotional and psychological states through self-control [5]. Thus, it can be concluded that
work-family conflict has a detrimental effect on self-control.

When there is a depletion of self-control resources, subsequent self-control tasks cannot be performed effectively [13]. Participants
who engaged in a first self-control activity, such as controlling their emotional responses, engaging in mild physical activity, sup-
pressing thoughts, or resisting temptations, exhibited signs of self-control depletion during a second self-control task, resulting in lower
performance, increased impulsivity, and a greater likelihood of giving up compared to the control group [35].

How would the depletion of self-control resources resulting from work-family conflict impact consumers’ subsequent product
preferences? Self-control behavior is aimed at maximizing long-term interests [16]. When individuals exert self-control to suppress or
delay immediate purchase desires, they need to use self-control resources. However, insufficient self-control resources result in
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individuals resorting to desired or habitual behavior [13]. Studies have shown that work-family conflict reduces the amount of time
individuals allocate to activities requiring more self-control resources, such as complex tasks or those with delayed rewards, while
increasing the time spent on activities that provide more immediate rewards or minimize cognitive demands [2].

Consumers who experience self-control depletion are more likely to give in to the temptation of impulsive purchases and less likely
to change their behavior to achieve long-term goals [16]. Impulsive shopping usually involves a primitive hedonic factor [36], and
impulsive buyers exhibit greater emotional and hedonistic tendencies [37]. When self-control resources are depleted, individuals may
find it challenging to resist “want” products and may make more indulgent purchases; attempting to exercise self-control under such
circumstances further depletes resources [18].

The concept of a “cool” cognitive system and a “hot” emotional system that work together simultaneously is useful for under-
standing the cognitive process involved in consumer decision-making [38]. The “cold” cognitive system enables individuals to make
decisions based on rational cognition (i.e., rational decision-making mode), while the “hot” emotional system enables individuals to
make decisions based on inner emotional impulses (i.e., emotional decision-making mode). When the cold cognitive system is
dominant, consumers are more likely to suppress impulsive enjoyment and pursue long-term goals. When the hot system is dominant,
consumers tend to prefer short-term instant gratification.

Hedonic products are driven by “want”, an affective preference, while utilitarian products are influenced by “should”, a cognitive
or reasoned preference [39]. Consumers’ self-control resources can affect whether they make rational or emotional decisions [39].
Individuals with low self-control tend to make emotional decisions and prefer products that satisfy their inner emotions and desires.
Based on these arguments, we propose the meditation effect hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2a. Self-control will mediate the relationship between work-family conflict and the preference for hedonic products.

The depletion of self-control resources resulting from work-family conflict makes consumers more likely to make consumption
choices based on desire in subsequent activities [16]. At the same time, when depleted, consumers are less motivated to carefully
consider which products to purchase that are more practical and valuable in the long run because cognitive processing further depletes
resources [18]. In contrast, utilitarian products are typically purchased for their long-term value and interest. Individuals with low
self-control are unlikely to adjust their behavior to match their long-term goals [16] or purchase products that have long-term value.
Conversely, individuals with high self-control may place greater emphasis on performance or functional features, such as buying a
reliable, durable car with high resale value [16]. Relevant research has shown that participants with high self-control are more likely to
consume “virtue products” that emphasize current benefits rather than future benefits [40]. Consumers with limited self-control re-
sources may encounter challenges when using cognitive decision-making styles that require cognitive resources and may demonstrate
lower preference for utilitarian products that offer functional benefits. Based on these arguments, we propose the meditation effect
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2b. Self-control will mediate the association between work-family conflict and preference for utilitarian products.
2.4. Frugality and its moderating effect

2.4.1. Frugality

Frugality has drawn a great deal of attention from scholars and practitioners in consumer psychology and behavior [22,41].
Previous research has contributed to our understanding of frugality as a stable individual feature, characterized by self-discipline in
purchasing and using goods and services, as well as a cautious and controlled spending pattern (42, p.88). Recent research suggests
that social pressures and cultural contexts can also have an impact on the extent to which individuals engage in such restraint and
resourcefulness. In the COVID-19 era, given the reality or possibility of declining resources, an increasing number of individuals may
adopt new strategies for stricter restraint in long-term goals and more efficient access to goods and services (24, 58).

In the Chinese cultural context, frugality is a multidimensional construct that involves four factors: price-comparison shopping (like
comparing prices, brands, and quality in multiple stores when purchasing a product), making ends meet (e.g., creating a spending plan
based on income), making the best use of things (e.g., using products until they are almost unusable before replacing them), and saving
(e.g., setting aside a portion of income for future needs) [14].

The value of frugality has been found to be significantly associated with more restrained consumption patterns in both Western
countries [42,43] and the Chinese cultural context [14]. The practice of frugality enables them to overcome materialism and excessive
consumption [22]. Moreover, previous research has indicated that frugality is moderately positively correlated with self-control [15,
44]. Frugality may have a role in shaping purchase preferences that are influenced by self-control.

2.4.2. Moderating effect of frugality

Frugality refers to a conscious decision by individuals to limit their spending on non-essential goods and services, with a focus on
saving money and resources. When consumers lack self-control, they may make hedonic purchasing choices. However, frugality can
compensate for this tendency. Exerting self-control and engaging in deliberate decision-making is costly in the context of ego depletion
[13]. However, self-control resources can be preserved with regularity and habits, which do not require many conscious decisions [45].
The act of being frugal can be seen as a manifestation of self-control in lifestyle.

Work-family conflict can lead to stress and reduce employees’ self-control, which in turn may affect their purchase decisions.
However, frugality may help compensate for the negative effects of work-family conflict on self-control and mitigate its impact on
purchase decisions. Specifically, individuals who value frugality tend to exhibit higher levels of self-discipline and are less likely to
engage in compulsive and impulsive consumption [22,42]. Therefore, it is possible that when employees are more frugal, the negative
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effects of work-family conflict on self-control and subsequent hedonic product preference may be weakened. Overall, the value of
frugality may play a protective role in mitigating the effects of work-family conflict on consumer behavior.

Hypothesis 3a. Frugality helps to moderate the mediation effect of self-control in the association amid work-family conflict and the
preference for hedonic products.

Frugality is a paradoxical personality trait, as frugal consumers have been found to both consume less and postpone material
gratification compared to non-frugal consumers [41], while also increasing hoarding during discount sales [42]. These findings suggest
that frugal consumers do not always adhere to a strict “save but don’t spend” policy but instead tend to use resources carefully,
including money. Furthermore, previous research has shown that individuals who activate a sense of financial constraint tend to place
more emphasis on the permanence of utility when making purchases, preferring durable tangible goods over experiential products
[46]. Recent research has suggested that frugal consumers use the distinction between necessities and luxuries as a simple rule to help
control spending [47]. These frugal consumers delay material gratification, perhaps waiting for appropriate pricing or choosing to buy
what they need rather than what they want.

This suggests when self-control is depleted due to work-family conflict, individuals who hold frugal values may exhibit a greater
preference for utilitarian products. As such, we propose that the mediating effect of self-control on the relationship between work-
family conflict and utilitarian product preference is weakened for frugal consumers. In specific, frugality will moderate the second
part of the mediated pathway: the association between self-control and purchase decisions in the context of work-family conflict. Fig. 1
presents the conceptual model illustrating the key variables and relationships discussed in this study.

Hypothesis 3b. Frugality helps to moderate the mediation effect of self-control in the association amid work-family conflict and the
preference for utilitarian products.

3. Materials and methods
3.1. Participants and procedure

Self-report questionnaires were used to test the hypotheses of this study, which is a widely applied method in social and market
research which has various advantages such as ease of administration and large sample sizes [4]. In order to ensure a representative
sample, we conducted a voluntary and anonymous survey in four middle schools located in different regions of China during
September and December 2021. The survey questionnaires were randomly distributed to passersby through intercepts, and conve-
nience sampling was determined as the most appropriate method for collecting a representative sample under specific population
conditions [48]. As the study focuses on work-family conflict, all participants were either mothers or fathers with one or more children
and full-time jobs during the study, and those who did not meet these criteria were excluded. A total of 627 full-time employees were
surveyed, and 502 useful responses were returned, yielding an 80.06% response rate. The questionnaire included measurements of
work-family conflict, self-control, product preferences, and frugality, as well as demographic information, and was accompanied by a
letter outlining the survey’s purpose, voluntary participation, and confidentiality assurance. Table 1 shows the respondent’s profile.

3.2. Measures

All variables were measured on a multi-item scale and referenced to prior studies. Since all our participants were Chinese, the
original English-language scales were translated by a forward-backward technique following a double-blind translation procedure
[49]. Disagreements were discussed and decided by professional translators during the back translation process.

3.2.1. Work-family conflict

Work-family conflict was assessed with an eighteen-item scale by Carlson, Kacmar and Williams [21], which consists of six di-
mensions, including two directions (work interference with family and family interference with work) and three forms (time, strain,
and behavior) [21]. An example item of work interference with family is “The time I must devote to my job keeps me from participating
equally in household responsibilities and activities.” An example item of family interference with work is “Due to stress at home, I am
often preoccupied with family matters at work.” Each of the items was rated on a five-point Likert scale from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
The higher the score for a work-family conflict item, the more serious it is. Responses across all items were averaged to create the
work-family conflict score, with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.90.

Self-control

Frugality

H2a H2b

Work-family conflict Product preference

H1a H1b * Hedonic product preference

« Utilitarian product preference

Fig. 1. Conceptual model.
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Table 1
Participants’ demographic information.
N %

Gender
Male 244 48.6
Female 258 51.4
Age
30-39 204 40.6
40-49 276 55.0
50-60 22 4.4
Level of education
High School 271 54.0
College degree 115 229
Bachelor Degree 104 20.7
Master Degree or above 12 2.4
Annual household income
50000 or Below 98 19.5
50000-100000 186 37.1
100000-150000 119 23.7
150000-250000 68 13.5
250000 or above 31 6.2
Types of Enterprise
State-Owned Enterprises 65 12.9
Private Enterprises 134 26.7
Foreign Enterprises 5 1.0
Public Institutions 114 22.7
Others 184 36.7
Job Positions
Senior Manager 39 7.8
Middle Manager 97 19.3
Front-Line Manager 85 16.9
General Employee 281 56

3.2.2. Self-control

In this study, we used a 13-item scale by Tangney, Baumeister and Boone’s Brief Self-Control Scale (BSCS) [15], which contains
eight reversed items (Tangney et al., 2004). For example, “I am good at resisting temptation.” and “I have a hard time breaking bad
habits.” for a reversed item. An item with a factor loading <0.50 (“I wish I had more self-discipline”) was removed [50]. As a result,
self-control items were reduced from 13 to 12. Each item was rated on a Likert scale of 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much) on a five-point
scale. The average of all items scores created an overall score by reverse-coding seven reversed items, with higher scores indicating
greater self-control. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha for this measure was 0.91.

3.2.3. Frugality

Frugality was measured with a 12-item scale from the Chinese version of Wu and Wang [14]. This scale is composed of four di-
mensions: price-comparison shopping, living within your means, making the best use of things, and saving. An example item is “When
buying a product, I compare the price, brand, and quality.” Each item is scored on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 (completely untrue) to 5
(completely true). The average of all item scores is the total score, with higher scores representing more frugality. Cronbach’s alpha
was 0.85.

3.2.4. Product preferences

Product preferences were measured by the 3-item hedonic product preference and the 3-item utilitarian product preference of Wut
and Chow [51]. The items are: “I enjoy buying hedonic products/utilitarian products”, “Hedonic/Utilitarian products are useful for
me”, and “It is valuable for me to buy hedonic/utilitarian products”. Responses were given on a 5-point scale, from 1 (totally disagree)
to 5 (totally agree). Cronbach’s alpha for the hedonic product preference subscale was 0.91, and for the utilitarian product preference
subscale was 0.95.

3.3. Analytical approach

In this study, we utilized SPSS 25.0 and Mplus 7.0 to process and analyze the collected data. Confirmatory factor analysis was
performed by M-plus, while SPSS was used for descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, and regression analysis. Multiple regression
was utilized to test hypotheses 1a and 1b. Given the complexity of our research question and data analysis needs, SPSS-PROCESS is a
more widely used tool and more appropriate method than PLS-SEM approaches, especially in analyzing moderation and mediation
effects, which are critical for testing the moderated mediation effect in our study. The SPSS PROCESS macro by Hayes [52] was
employed to test the moderated mediating model. Specifically, we used PROCESS model 4 to examine the mediating effect of
self-control (Hypothesis 2a and 2b) and model 14 to test the moderated mediation effect in which the second link of the mediation
pathway was moderated (Hypothesis 3a and 3b). Finally, with 5000 bootstrap iterations, 95% confidence intervals were generated
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with bias correction for simple effects.

3.4. Results

3.4.1. Descriptive statistics

We used Fisher’s z-test to assess gender differences in mean levels of work-family conflict, self-control, frugality, hedonic product
preference and utilitarian product preference, Fisher’s z-test results show that women are significantly more frugal than men (z =
—1.97, p < 0.05). ANOVA tests were conducted to test for age, education level and annual income differences in work-family conflict,
self-control, frugality, hedonic product preference and utilitarian product preference. ANOVA analysis showed that frugality and
hedonic product preference differed significantly by education level, and frugality differed significantly by annual income group.

Further, Pearson correlations were used to assess the correlations between the study’s five continuous focal variables. Table 2
shows the descriptive statistics and the results of the correlations analysis. Work-family conflict was positively related to preference for
hedonic products (r = 0.16, p < 0.01), and negatively related to preference for utilitarian products (r = —0.12, p < 0.01), preliminarily
supporting Hypothesis 1a and 1b. Meanwhile, work-family conflict negatively related to self-control (r = —0.22, p < 0.01), self-control
negatively related to preference for hedonic products (r = —0.24, p < 0.01), and positively related to preference for utilitarian products
(r = 0.20, p < 0.01). The results preliminarily support Hypothesis 2a and 2b.

3.4.2. Common method bias

Since survey questionnaires can contribute to the common method bias effect, we adopted Harman'’s single-factor test which is a
widely used method to examine the common method bias [53]. If the interpretation rate for only one factor or the first factor is above
40%, it indicates a serious common method bias. In our study, we performed an exploratory factor analysis of all the items on the
work-family conflict, self-control, frugality and product preferences questionnaires together to detect artificial covariation. The
analysis revealed that eleven factors emerged, and the interpretation rate for the first factor was 18.4%, indicating that the common
method bias in this study was not serious.

3.4.3. Confirmatory factor analysis

As a way to check the validity of self-report questionnaires, the present study uses confirmatory factor analysis (Malhotra et al.,
2006). The goodness-of-fit indices for the one-factor model were: ;(Z/df =9.90, RMSEA = 0.13, SRMR = 0.15, CFI = 0.28, TLI = 0.24.
The thirteen-factor model (6 dimensions of work-family conflict, 2 dimensions of product preferences, self-control and 4 dimensions of
frugality) goodness-of-fit indices were ;(Z/df = 2.41, RMSEA = 0.05, SRMR = 0.05, CFI = 0.89, TLI = 0.88. Compared to the one-factor
model, the thirteen-factor model had better goodness-of-fit, further suggesting that there was not a serious problem of common method
bias.

Convergent validity was tested based on the standardized factor loadings, the average variance extracted (AVE), and composite
reliability (CR) [50]. AVE and CR should be greater than 0.50 and 0.70, respectively, according to Hair et al. [50] for establishing
convergent validity. The standardized factor loadings of all items were greater than 0.50. In this study, the AVE of each construct is
larger than 0.50 (see Table 3). Together, these three indicators provided support for the convergent validity of the measures. Addi-
tionally, discriminant validity was tested based on the criterion that the square root of the AVE was greater than the corresponding
inter-construct correlations, indicating good discriminant validity for variables [54] (see Table 2).

3.4.4. Hypothesis testing

Hla and H1b tested that whether work-family conflict was positively related to hedonic preference and negatively related to
utilitarian preference. As shown in Table 4, the multiple linear regression results showed, that after controlling participants’ gender,
age, education level, and annual income, work-family conflict significantly positively predicted preference for hedonic products (Eq. 1,
B = 0.22, p < 0.001), and significantly negatively predicted preference for utilitarian products (Eq. 4, B = —0.17, p < 0.01). These
results provided support for Hla and H1b.

H2a and H2b posited that the effect of work-family conflict on the preference for the two types of products would be mediated by
self-control. According to the multiple linear regression results in Table 4, work-family conflict negatively predicted self-control (Eq. 2
& Eq. 5, B = —0.17, p < 0.001). The last two equations in Table 4 indicated that when self-control was included in the equation, the
relationship between self-control and preference for hedonic products was significant (Eq. 3, B = —0.41, p < 0.001). Similarly, the
relationship between self-control and preference for utilitarian products was significant (Eq. 6, B = 0.24, p < 0.01). The mediating

Table 2
Variable correlations and the square root of AVE.
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5
1. Work-family conflict 2.59 0.73 0.75
2. Self-control 3.51 0.59 —0.22%* 0.72
3. Frugality 4.01 0.59 —0.06 0.22%* 0.75
4. Hedonic product preference 2.54 1.05 0.16** —0.24** —0.01 0.88
5.Utilitarian product preference 3.74 1.04 —0.12%* 0.20%* 0.18** 0.19%* 0.93

Note. N = 502; **p < 0.01. The diagonal values in bold are the square root of AVE. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation.
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Table 3
Results of confirmatory factor analysis for measurement.

Construct Dimensions Standardized Factor Loading Cronbach’s a AVE CR

Work-family conflict Time-based work interference with family 0.51 0.90 0.56 0.92
Time-based family interference with work 0.69
Strain-based work interference with family 0.83
Strain-based family interference with work 0.68
Behavior-based work interference with family 0.83
Behavior-based family interference with work 0.80

Self-control (SC) SC1 0.76 0.92 0.52 0.97
SC2 0.75
SC3 0.70
SC4 0.67
SCé6 0.72
SC7 0.70
SC8 0.74
SC9 0.60
SC10 0.69
SC11 0.77
SC12 0.69
SC13 0.75

Frugality Price-comparison shopping 0.78 0.85 0.57 0.83
Making ends meet 0.94
Making the best use of things 0.41
Saving 0.79

Hedonic product preference (HPP) HPP1 0.85 0.91 0.77 0.91
HPP2 0.95
HPP3 0.83

Utilitarian product preference (UPP) UPP1 0.92 0.95 0.87 0.95
UPP2 0.97
UPP3 0.91

Note. AVE = Average variance extracted, CR= Composite reliability.

Table 4
Regression results for mediation effect and moderated mediation effect.

Predictor Equation 1 Equation 2 (Self- Equation 3 Equation 4 Equation 5 (Self- Equation 6
(Hedonic product control) (Hedonic product (Utilitarian control) (Utilitarian
preference) preference) product product

preference) preference)
B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE B SE

Age 0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.01 0.01

Gender —0.09 0.10 0.02 0.06 —0.10 0.10 0.03 0.10 0.02 0.05 0.09

Education level 0.12* 0.06 —0.01 0.03 —0.12 0.05 0.07 0.06 —0.01 0.03 0.05

Annual income 0.04 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.05 0.04 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.02 0.04

Work-family conflict 0.22%%* 0.04 —0.17%** 0.04 0.16* 0.06 —0.17** 0.06 —0.17%** 0.04 0.06

Self-control —0.41***  0.08 0.08

Frugality 0.12 0.08 0.08

Self-control x Frugality 0.06 0.12 0.12

R? 0.04 0.05 0.09 0.02 0.05 0.09

F 4.31%** 5.50%** 6.07%** 2.03 5.50%** 5.86%**

Note. N = 502; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. SE = Standard error. Estimated using OLS.

effect of self-control in the association between work-family conflict and preference was significant both in the prediction of preference
for hedonic products (effect = 0.07, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.11]) and preference for utilitarian products (effect = —0.06, 95% CI = [—0.10,
—0.02]). These results supported H2a and H2b, and the ratio of the mediating effect to the total effect was 29% for hedonic products
and 33% for utilitarian products. Additionally, we conducted a Sobel test for the mediating role of self-control and the results showed
that the Sobel Test value for work-family conflict on hedonic product preferences was 3.17 (p = 0.0015) and the Sobel Test value for
work-family conflict on utilitarian product preferences was —2.96 (p = 0.003) This suggests that self-control plays a partially medi-
ating role in the relationship between work-family conflict and product preference, and thus H2a and H2b were validated.

H3a and H3b posited that the mediating effect of self-control in the relationship between work-family conflict and product pref-
erences would be moderated by frugality. Specifically, the indirect effect of work-family conflict on preference for both hedonic and
utilitarian products via self-control will be weaker for people with higher frugality. We tested moderation in the last segment of the
mediation pathway, namely the association between self-control and product preference. As indicated in Table 4, the interaction
between self-control and frugality positively and significantly predicted the preference for utilitarian products (Eq. 6, B = 0.33, p <
0.01), but did not significantly predict the preference for hedonic products (Eq. 3, B = 0.06, p > 0.05). Regression results of the
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moderated mediation model for the relationship between work-family conflict and hedonic product preferences can be seen in Fig. 2.
Regression results of the moderated mediation model for the relationship between work-family conflict and utilitarian product
preferences can be seen in Fig. 3.

Furthermore, a simple slope analysis was conducted to interpret this interaction. Simple slopes tests showed that the interaction
between self-control and frugality was significant in predicting preference for utilitarian products when consumers are more frugal
(Bsimple = 0.43, 95% CI = [0.24, 0.63]), but was not significant when consumers are less frugal (Bsjmple = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.18,
0.271]). Fig. 4 illustrates this moderation effect. The simple mediating effect of self—control was significant when consumers are more
frugal (effect = —0.07, 95% CI = [—0.13, —0.041]), but it was not significant when consumers are less frugal (effect = —0.01, 95% CI =
[— 0.05, 0.03]). The index of moderated mediation was significant (index = —0.06, 95% CI = [—0.10, —0.20]). Taken together, the
result failed to support Hypothesis 3a, and Hypothesis 3b was supported.

4. Discussion

The results of this study showed that work-family conflict positively predicted the preference for hedonic products and negatively
predicted the preference for utilitarian products. Further, self-control mediated the relationship between work-family conflict and
product preferences. Furthermore, frugality helps to moderate the mediation effect of self-control in the association between work-
family conflict and the preference for utilitarian products. Specifically, frugality weakened the mediation effect of self-control in
the relationship between work-family conflict and preference for utilitarian products. However, frugality did not moderate the as-
sociation between self-control and hedonic product preference.

4.1. Theoretical contributions

The research makes important theoretical contributions. Firstly, the current study expanded our understanding of the consequences
of work-family conflict by exploring the impact of work-family conflict on product preferences. Work-family conflict has also been
studied extensively in organizational behavioral and psychological research [7]. Previous studies indicated that the influence of
work-family conflict might spill over into people’s consumer behaviors, such as materialism [9] and purchasing unhealthy food [10].
This study is the first to examine the relationship between work-family conflict and product preferences, showing that people with a
high level of work-family conflict prefer hedonic over utilitarian products. Furthermore, our study contributes to understanding
consumers’ product preferences by identifying a significant antecedent variable, namely stress in response to work-family conflict.
Previous researchers suggested that stress may be a key explanatory factor in consumption-related behavior. This study answers the
call for research on the relationship between stress and consumer behavior [24,27].

Secondly, this study complements and expands the prior literature on self-control, by examining the mediation effects between
work-family conflict and both hedonic and utilitarian product preferences. Self-control is a promising concept for marketing research,
and self-control failure may be a critical contributor to consumer purchase behavior [13], such as unhealthy food choices [10,20] and
impulsive purchasing [16]. Work-family conflict and strain are often explained by the conservation of resources theory, which holds
that individuals have limited resources in the work and family domains [55,56]. However, this theory does not explain how resource
scarcity will affect subsequent consumption behavior. This study provides support for viewing work-family conflict from the
perspective of self-control, which is consistent with the findings of recent studies [2,57]. The strength model of self-control depicts
self-control as a global resource is limited that becomes depleted after use [54]. The identification of the mediation effect of self-control
could help us better understand how work-family conflict impacts product preferences and also provides evidence in support of the
strength model of self-control.

Lastly, the present study offers insight into the impact of frugality as an individual difference associated with consumer preferences
and documents an important boundary condition of the strength model’s ability to explain self-control in the field of consumer
behavior. We investigated whether frugality can influence the relationship between work-family conflict and product preferences.
According to our results, when people are more frugal, the relationship between self-control and utility products is strengthened;
however, frugality does not moderate the relationship between self-control and hedonic products. This is an interesting and unex-
pected finding. Frugality acts like self-control and plays a positive promoting role in terms of selecting utilitarian products. However,

> Hedonic product

>

0.16" preferences

Work-family
conflict

Fig. 2. Regression results of the moderated mediation model for the relationship between work-family conflict and hedonic product preferences.
Note. *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001.
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Fig. 3. Regression results of the moderated mediation model for the relationship between work-family conflict and utilitarian product preferences.
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Fig. 4. Moderating effects of frugality on the association between self-control and utilitarian product preference.

frugal people with low self-control don’t give up the desire for hedonic products. There is a possibility that frugal consumers are
insensitive to hedonic products. Recent research has shown that frugal consumers are more sensitive to discounts on functional or
utilitarian goods and services, and less sensitive to discounts on symbolic or hedonistic goods [58]. Previous findings support that
frugality is distinct from both price consciousness and value consciousness [41,59]. The study confirms that frugal people possess a
unique and interesting character.

4.2. Practical implications

The present research has important practical implications for both organizations and governments in understanding the conse-
quences of work-family conflict. The current study found that work-family conflict is a potential factor in product preferences and self-
control mediated this relationship. Higher work-family conflict employees are more likely to have fewer resources for self-control, and
they have a low ability to resist temptation. In particular, there may be impulsive decisions to purchase hedonic products that might be
regretted later on [13]. This process of undermining self-control is worth organizations’ attention, as it makes employees less satisfied
with their work and life, besides potentially causing people to spend more money [60]. Based on these findings, organizations and
government departments are advised to minimize employees’ work-family conflict by defining policies and measures designed to
prevent their consumption consequences.

Furthermore, the study suggests that marketers can use the level of work-family conflict of the target customers to make informed
product positioning decisions. They can design advertising strategies that combine hedonic products with the theme of pleasure and
relaxation for high work-family conflict customers, and stress utilitarian benefits for low work-family conflict customers [31]. For
customers with high work-family conflict, for example, due to dual careers, having children, and working in high-demand industries,
marketers can strive to link the product to hedonic value by stressing the pleasurable emotions that their products can elicit. Similarly,
for customers with high work-family balance, marketers can stress utilitarian benefits (e.g., being safe and reliable) [32]. In addition,
in the current study frugality reduced the role of self-control in mediating between work-family conflict and utilitarian product
preferences, while it did not play a significant role in predicting hedonic product preferences. This suggests that frugality does not
discourage consumers with high work-family conflict from purchasing hedonic products, and retailers could appeal to frugal con-
sumers by spreading good feelings about hedonic products. For consumers with less work-family conflict, retailers could attract frugal
consumers by highlighting the functional features of their products.

The results also contribute to consumers’ well-being by enabling them to live healthier and more successful lives. Consumers could

10
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benefit from understanding situational factors that influence the motivation for hedonic consumption and be encouraged to choose
practical products to avoid financial problems [60]. The study suggests that strengthening self-control can reduce the potential un-
desirable consequences of work-family conflict. Psychological intervention and regular exercise can improve self-control behavior, and
inducing a state of positive emotion (e.g., humor) can counteract the effects of negative emotions and stress related to work-family
conflict [13]. Targeted efforts to increase self-control behavior, such as making a purchase plan or exercising, might also have a
positive effect on the pursuit of hedonism in consumption [61].

4.3. Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations that require further investigation. First, as the study was conducted with Chinese participants, it is
essential to verify whether the results can be generalized to other cultural contexts. Although work-family conflict is a common social
problem [7], influenced by traditional Chinese culture, Chinese employees’ attitudes towards work and family life are different from
those in other cultural backgrounds, as well as a sense of frugality [14]. Future researchers are encouraged to study more diverse
samples. Secondly, the cross-sectional design of this study using a questionnaire survey may be subject to limitations such as potential
common method bias, social desirability bias, and the inability to establish causality. To address these limitations, future research
should consider using other research methods, such as longitudinal studies and experimental designs, to replicate these findings.
Additionally, the sample selection process in this study was inherently non-probabilistic, which may limit the generalizability of the
results.

The results of this study have implications for future family research, particularly in testing the relationship between the work and
family interface and consumer purchase choices. Self-control is a key psychological resource [13] and it is receiving more and more
attention in research on the work and family interface [57]. It is also important to better understand how to retain or even enhance
self-control resources in the work and family domains to reduce negative spillover effects on other domains.

Second, our research framework does not differentiate higher dimensions of work-family conflict, including the time, pressure, and
behavioral aspects [21]. These processes may have different effects on consumer psychology and behavior, and this possibility can
inform the direction of future research.

Third, our study of work-family relations only focused on work-family conflict and did not consider the positive role of the work-
family interface. Role resources (e.g., job resources, family support) in work and non-work domains could promote each other [22].
These mutual effects may be conducive to increasing an individual’s self-control resources, resulting in a consumption preference
reversal that can be investigated in the future.

Last, it focused solely on examining consumers’ perceptions of generalized hedonic and utilitarian products, without addressing
specific products. As such, the findings may not be generalizable to all product categories or specific products. In addition, there may
be potential differences in how consumers perceive and evaluate different types of products, which were not explored in this study.
Therefore, future research could benefit from examining these potential differences and further exploring the nuances of consumers’
perceptions of specific products.

5. Conclusions

In summary, this study relies on the strength model of self-control to examine the relationship between work-family conflict and
workers’ product preferences. The findings show that there is a significant relationship between work-family conflict and product
preferences, and self-control plays a mediating role in this process. In addition, frugality tendencies will increase the mediating effect
of self-control in the relationship between work-family conflict and utilitarian products, but it did not moderate the mediation effect of
self-control in the relationship between work-family conflict and hedonic products. These conclusions are consistent with the stress
perspective that dominates research on work-family conflict [2,62]. The present study provides the first empirical evidence of a link
between work-family conflict and product preferences. It highlights the spillover effects of work-family conflict on areas other than
work and family and can be the basis for further research on the relationship between work-family interface and consumption.
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