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INTRODUCTION

Parenting a child with a disability

Parents of children with disabilities face dis-
tinct challenges that significantly differ from those 
experienced by parents of typically developing 
children (Billen et al., 2022; Raina et al., 2004). 
These challenges are demanding in terms of pa-
rental physical, cognitive, emotional, and finan-
cial wellbeing, placing them at a heightened risk 
for negative health outcomes (Ali et al., 2021; Di 
Giulio et al., 2014; Marquis et al., 2019; Scherer et 
al., 2019). Research suggests that various factors 
- ranging from individual and family characteris-
tics to those related to social and work domains 
- significantly shape the wellbeing of parents of 
children with disabilities (Slišković et al., 2022). 
For example, the nature of the child’s disability 
(type and severity), individual and family char-

acteristics (social support, socioeconomic status), 
as well as coping strategies employed by parents 
contribute to the ways in which these parents ad-
just to exceptional caregiving demands. Addition-
ally, the impact of social policies and community 
support structures should not be understated, as 
they provide critical resources that shape parental 
experiences (Slišković et al., 2022).

Employment status presents a unique chal-
lenge for these parents. Many parents, particularly 
mothers, reduce their work hours or exit the work-
force entirely to accommodate their caregiving re-
sponsibilities. This could explain the qualitative 
and quantitative differences between mothers and 
fathers in stress experiences related to parenting a 
child with disabilities (Hallberg, 2014). Although 
prior studies have highlighted the need for target-
ed social and organisational policies to address 
the specific needs of families affected by disabil-
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ities (Rosenzweig et al., 2015), existing research 
on the experiences of working parents of children 
with disabilities remains limited (Stewart, 2013). 
At this point of time, there is practically no re-
search focusing on the experience of work-family 
conflict in Croatian parents of children with dis-
abilities.

Personal and family resources relevant for 
coping with caregiving demands

Adapting to life with a child with disabilities is 
a dynamic and never-ending process for most par-
ents. According to the model described by Mill-
er (1994), parents can experience four stages of 
adaptation, including survival, searching, settling, 
and separation, while overlaps between stages 
and returning to previous stages remain possible. 
Professional support is vital throughout this jour-
ney, as access to protective resources significantly 
boosts resilience to caregiving stress (Beresford, 
1994). 

Despite specific life circumstances, some par-
ents report experiencing personal growth follow-
ing their child’s diagnosis, a phenomenon that 
reflects a positive change in the perception of 
oneself and life in general, described in the liter-
ature as post-traumatic growth (PTG; Tedeschi et 
al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2015). PTG enhances pa-
rental resilience, especially in the context of bal-
ancing multiple life roles. This is confirmed in the 
Croatian context, where PTG has been shown to 
play an important role in predicting higher levels 
of both work-to-family and family-to-work facil-
itation (Šimunić et al., 2023). Additional personal 
resources include self-efficacy and optimism, and 
both have been identified as important for Croa-
tian parents in managing their life roles (Ombla et 
al., 2023). Low self-efficacy is linked to elevated 
parenting stress (Smart, 2016), while interven-
tions aimed at enhancing self-efficacy contribute 
positively to parental wellbeing (Hohlfeld et al., 
2018). Furthermore, optimistic parents have more 
positive (vs. negative) emotional experiences 
(Kurtz-Nelson & McIntyre, 2017), while opti-
mism contributes to their overall wellbeing (Rand 
& Shea, 2013). Parents’ abilities to regulate their 
emotions are another important personal resource. 

Recent studies indicate that parents of children 
with disabilities tend to use maladaptive emotion 
regulation strategies more frequently than parents 
of typically developing children (Keleynikov et 
al., 2023). The Strained Parenting and Emotion 
Regulation Model (SPER) suggests that ineffec-
tive emotional regulation among parents is pro-
voked by increased negative emotions, depleted 
cognitive resources, and challenging interactions 
with their children, which negatively impacts 
both their wellbeing and parenting practices. 
Conversely, positive cognitive emotion regulation 
strategies, such as positive refocusing, have been 
shown to protect caregiver wellbeing (Ombla et 
al., 2024), corroborating findings from previous 
research (Gull & Husain, 2019; Kohlhoff et al., 
2016). Behavioural actions can be viewed as an 
additional way of regulating one’s own emotions 
and reactions, but in a broader sense. Considering 
the demanding caregiving environment, effective 
stress recovery strategies are essential for parents 
(Headrick et al., 2023; Ombla et al, 2023; Son-
nentag et al., 2017). Identifying and promoting 
recovery management strategies in high-stress 
populations can be vital for developing effective 
support systems, so information about activities 
that parents engage in during their free time, sig-
nificantly contributes to the understanding of their 
wellbeing.

Research indicates that working parents of 
children with disabilities encounter more specif-
ic challenges than their counterparts in balancing 
family and work responsibilities, which negative-
ly reflects on their wellbeing and health (Gérain & 
Zech, 2018; Stewart et al., 2023). Factors from the 
family domain, such as parental stress and family 
support, play a crucial role in shaping this balance 
(Ombla et al., 2023; Slišković et al., 2022). The 
role of grandparents as instrumental and emotion-
al support providers further underscores the im-
portance of understanding family support resourc-
es (Gantner et al., 2023). Interestingly, maternal 
employment can act as both a protective factor 
and a source of stress (Beresford, 1994; Gérain 
& Zech, 2018). While it offers therapeutic respite 
and opportunity for social connections, it may 
also heighten stress levels. Recent findings among 
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Croatian parents of children with disabilities indi-
cate that employed parents report higher levels of 
general health, life satisfaction, and higher num-
bers of social support sources compared to unem-
ployed parents (Tokić et al., 2023). Additionally, 
higher income and educational levels are associ-
ated with more adaptive coping strategies, thereby 
enhancing parental wellbeing (Merin Rajan et al., 
2018).

Work-family conflict in parents of children 
with disabilities

The challenges associated with maintaining 
work-family balance have attracted significant re-
search interest in the recent decades (Allen, 2013; 
Holmes et al., 2020; Sirgy & Lee, 2018; Sulsky & 
Smith, 2005; Williams et al., 2016), due to consid-
erable and rapid social, demographic, economic, 
and technological changes. Researchers have ex-
amined the complex interplay between work and 
family roles, categorising influences within the 
broad framework referred to as the work-family 
interface (Holmes et al, 2020). This article focus-
es specifically on the conflict between the roles of 
work and family (work-family conflict), which is 
defined as the perception that role demands from 
work and family are incompatible, complicating 
the fulfilment of obligations in either domain 
(Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). Work-family con-
flict has two directions: work-to-family and fami-
ly-to-work conflict. It is generally recognised as a 
significant stressor in the general working popula-
tion (Sulsky & Smith, 2005), which poses threats 
to employee wellbeing and productivity (Allen, 
2013; Sirgy & Lee, 2018). The Multiple Role 
Conflict Theory (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985) 
appropriately captures the conflicting demands 
faced by working parents of children with disabil-
ities, who often perceive insufficient resources to 
manage multiple roles. A quote from a Croatian 
working parent, documented in a qualitative study 
conducted on parents of children with disabil-
ities, exemplifies this struggle: “I feel like I am 
very stretched... my day is torn, fragmented, all 
stretched...” (Ombla et al, 2023). 

Empirical research indicates that parents of 
children with disabilities report greater challenges 

than those with typically developing children, re-
sulting in elevated levels of work-to-family con-
flict, family-to-work conflict, and stress (Stewart 
et al., 2023). Brown and Clark (2017) conducted 
a review of 54 studies on work-family balance 
in working parents of children with disabilities, 
identifying personal, family, and work organi-
sation factors contributing to these challenges. 
They emphasise the necessity for high-quality 
quantitative research to address methodological 
limitations in existing studies, and the importance 
of national contexts due to the heterogeneity of 
organisational policies that partly depend on na-
tional legislation and the society in general. 

AIM OF THE STUDY

Considering previous empirical knowledge, as 
well as the lack of studies addressing work-fam-
ily conflict, especially in the Croatian national 
context, this study aimed to identify the most im-
portant personal, family, and work-domain factors 
that are relevant for balancing different roles in 
parents of children with disabilities. For work-re-
lated factors, we focused on characteristics from 
the job demands-control-support model (Karasek, 
1979; Karasek & Theorell, 1990). This influential 
model of job stress, often used to study work-fam-
ily balance, but rarely in parents of children with 
disabilities, suggests that high job demands (e.g., 
time pressure, role conflict) negatively affect em-
ployee wellbeing when combined with low job 
control, but that social support reduces these neg-
ative effects. Thus, we used perceptions of job 
demands, job control, and social support as po-
tential predictors of work-family conflict. Addi-
tionally, based on prior research (Brown & Clark, 
2017; Karasek & Theorell, 1990; Slišković et al., 
2022), we considered basic sociodemographic, 
family, and work characteristics (such as gender, 
age, number of children, work position, and so 
on). This comprehensive approach should fill the 
existing gap in empirical research and provide a 
better understanding of the relevance of certain 
factors related to the experience of work-family 
conflict in the Croatian national context.
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HYPOTHESIS 

Expected predictors of lower work-to-family 
and family-to-work conflict include: 

Factors from the personal domain (H1): higher 
levels of optimism, self-efficacy, post-traumatic 
growth, adaptive cognitive emotion regulation 
strategies (positive refocusing, planning, positive 
reappraisal, putting into perspective, and accep-
tance), recovery management, and lower levels of 
maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strate-
gies (self-blame, blaming others, rumination, and 
catastrophising); 

Factors from the family domain (H2): higher 
levels of social support from family, and lower 
levels of parental stress; 

Factors from the work domain (H3): lower 
level of job demands, higher levels of control at 
work, and social support at work.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants

This study involved 572 employed parents 
of children with disabilities, primarily mothers 
(90.4%). Participants lived in Croatia, had chil-
dren with disabilities aged up to 19 years, and 
were employed. The average age of the partici-
pants was 40.9 years (SD = 6.17; age range = 
23-66). In terms of educational levels, 41% had 
completed high school, 36% had a Master’s de-
gree, 16% had a Bachelor’s degree, 6% had com-
pleted a doctorate degree (PhD), and < 1% had 
completed an elementary education alone. Most 
participants (67.8%) worked full time, with 56% 
on standard daytime schedules and 44% work-
ing shifts. Fixed working hours were reported by 
44% of the participants, partially flexible hours by 
42%, and fully flexible hours by 14% of partic-
ipants. Public sector employment accounted for 
46.3% of participants, while 53.7% worked in the 
private sector, with 20.5% in managerial roles.

Most participants (81.1%) had employed part-
ners, and 78.8% were married. Families com-
monly had two children (47%), with 90% having 
one child with disabilities. Most children with 

disabilities were boys (67%). Disabilities varied 
in severity, with 36% of children having the most 
severe impairments, 28% with severe impair-
ments, 12% with moderate impairments, and 6% 
with mild impairments, while 18% were uncer-
tain about their child’s disability level. Intellectu-
al disabilities, autism spectrum disorders, speech 
and language disorders, and physical impairments 
were most common. Except for 18% of parents 
who were unsure or in the process of determining 
impairment, all others reported official categori-
sations of their children’s disabilities based on 
The Unique Body of Expertise Act (2016) and the 
Regulation on Expertise Methodologies (2017).

Procedure

After receiving approval from the Ethics Com-
mittee of the Department of <excluded due to 
masked review>, data were collected via an on-
line questionnaire distributed through institutions 
supporting children with disabilities and their 
parents, including the Croatian Welfare Institute, 
schools, hospitals, kindergartens, and rehabilita-
tion centres. Additional participants were recruit-
ed through social networks and nationwide asso-
ciations for parents of children with disabilities.

Participation was voluntary and anonymous, 
with informed consent obtained electronically by 
clicking “continue” after reading the study de-
scription. Participants could contact the research 
team via email or a dedicated Facebook page if 
they had comments or questions.

This research was conducted as part of a proj-
ect funded by <excluded due to masked review>.

Measures

Work-to-family conflict was measured using 
items that assess how work stress affects family 
life (e.g., “Stress related to work responsibilities 
makes you irritable in family relationships”). 
Family-to-work conflict measured how home 
responsibilities impact work (e.g., “Responsibil-
ities at home reduce the energy you can devote to 
your work”). Both subscales were based on the 
work-family spillover scale developed by Wayne 
et al. (2004), translated into Croatian by Buljan 
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(2020). Each direction of conflict was measured 
using four items and rated on a 5-point scale, 
with participants indicating how often they expe-
rienced the situations described during a typical 
work week (1 = never; 5 = always). The average 
of the four items formed the total score, with high-
er scores indicating a higher level of conflict. In 
this study, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient 
was .89 for the work-to-family conflict subscale 
and .87 for the family-to-work conflict subscale.

In the personal domain, sociodemographic 
characteristics (age, gender, level of education - 
where 1 indicates elementary school and 5 indi-
cates PhD) were measured, along with optimism, 
self-efficacy, strategies for emotional regulation, 
post-traumatic growth, and recovery manage-
ment.

Optimism was measured using six items (e.g., 
“I am always optimistic about my future”) from 
the Optimism and Pessimism Scale (Chang et 
al., 1994), which was translated into Croatian by 
Penezić (2002). Participants rated the extent to 
which each item applied to them on a scale from 
1 (does not apply to me at all) to 5 (applies to me 
completely). A higher average score indicates a 
higher level of optimism. In the present study, the 
reliability coefficient was α = .86.

General self-efficacy was assessed using a 
ten-item scale from the Croatian version (Iva-
nov, 2002) of the General Self-Efficacy Scale 
(Schwarzer et al., 1997). This scale measures the 
general and stable feeling of personal effective-
ness in dealing with various stressful situations 
(e.g., “I am sure that I can successfully handle un-
expected situations”). Participants rated the extent 
to which each item applied to them on a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = not at all; 5 = completely). A 
higher average score indicates greater self-effi-
cacy. In the present study, the scale demonstrated 
high reliability (α = .93).

Emotion regulation was assessed using the 
Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire 
(CERQ; Garnefski et al., 2001), which was 
translated and adapted to Croatian by Soldo and 
Vulić-Prtorić (2018). This questionnaire measures 
the cognitive component of coping, i.e., the con-

scious emotion regulation strategies. CERQ com-
prises nine cognitive strategies, with each strategy 
measured using 4 items: (1) Self-blame - preoccu-
pation with thoughts about own mistakes and the 
person’s tendency to blame him/herself for nega-
tive experiences (e.g., “I feel like I am to blame.”; 
α = .91); (2) Acceptance - reflection on the fact that 
it is not possible to change what has happened and 
acceptance that life goes on (e.g., “I think I have 
to learn to live with it.”; α = .80); (3) Rumination 
- constantly thinking about feelings and thoughts 
related to a negative event (e.g., “I am preoccupied 
with what I think and feel about what happened.”; 
α = .89); (4) Positive refocusing - thinking about 
other, more pleasant things, instead of the actual 
event (e.g., “I think about something nice instead 
of what happened”; α = .93); (5) Refocusing on 
planning - thinking about the steps that need to be 
taken so that the person can cope with the event 
(e.g., “I plan what would be the best thing to do”; 
α = .83); (6) Positive reappraisal - thinking about 
attaching positive meaning to the event for per-
sonal development (e.g., “I think I can become a 
stronger person after what happened.”; α = .88); 
(7) Putting situations into perspective - reducing 
the severity of the situation by comparing it with 
other events and experiences (e.g., “I tell myself 
that there are worse things in life.”; α = .87); (8) 
Catastrophising - explicitly highlighting and em-
phasising the catastrophic nature of the situation 
(e.g., “I often think that this is the worst thing that 
can happen to a person”; α = .85); and (9) Blam-
ing others - thoughts of blaming others for what 
the person has experienced (e.g., “I feel that oth-
ers are responsible for what has happened”; α = 
.92). A higher value resulting from the sum of re-
sponses on a particular subscale indicates a more 
frequent use of a particular strategy.

The Personal Strength and Value of Life sub-
scales from the Posttraumatic Growth Ques-
tionnaire were used (Macuka & Malada, 2020; 
translated version of the Posttraumatic Growth In-
ventory (PTGI), Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996). The 
PTGI was designed to assess changes in personal 
strength, social relationships, and life philoso-
phy following a traumatic experience (Personal 
strength: “I have discovered that I am stronger 
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than I thought”, and Value of life: “I have changed 
my priorities about what is important in life”). 
Participants rate the extent to which they have 
experienced the described change on a 6-point 
scale (0 = I have not experienced any change; 5 
= I have experienced a change to an extremely 
high degree). The total score is the average of the 
ratings, with a higher score indicating a higher de-
gree of post-traumatic growth in terms of personal 
strength and the value of life after the life event. 
The Cronbach score in the present study was .89 
for the Personal Strength subscale and .87 for the 
Value of Life subscale.

Two items from the Recovery Management 
subscale of the Work-Life Crafting Scale (Peeters 
& Demerouti, 2014; as cited in Wepfer et al., 
2018) assessed individuals’ ability to manage per-
sonal time and enjoy leisure activities: (1) “I make 
sure that I relax in my free time” and (2) “I make 
sure that I do things I enjoy in my free time”. Par-
ticipants rated their frequency of engagement in 
these activities during a typical workweek on a 
5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always). The 
total score, averaging the two items, indicated the 
ability to recover and enjoy personal time. The 
scale had high internal consistency (α = .92).

In the family domain, the measurements in-
cluded the total number of children, the number 
of children with disabilities, the age of the oldest 
child, the age and gender of the first child with 
disabilities, the severity of diagnosed disabilities 
(highest level of severity, if more than one child 
has disabilities; ranging from 1 indicating mild 
to 4 indicating most severe impairment), parental 
stress, and the family’s social support.

Parental stress was measured using the Paren-
tal Stress Scale (Milić Babić, 2010), adapted from 
Berry and Jones (1995), in order to assess satis-
faction, positive and negative emotions, and chal-
lenges in parenting. Respondents rated 18 items 
on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 
5 (strongly agree). The instrument contains both 
positive (e.g., “I am happy in my role as a parent”) 
and negative items (e.g., “I am overwhelmed with 
the responsibility of parenthood”). The total score, 
ranging from 18 to 90, reflects parental stress lev-

els, with higher scores indicating greater stress. 
The scale showed high reliability (α = .90).

Social support was measured using 8 items 
from the Social Support at Work and Family 
Scale (Šimunić et al., 2016), with 4 items each 
for family and workplace support. The selected 
items focused on support for personal life in the 
work domain (e.g., “My co-workers (supervisors, 
colleagues) are understanding of my personal and 
family needs”) and support from family members 
regarding work-related issues (e.g., “I can talk 
about my work with my family members (spouse/
partner, children, parents, and so on) without feel-
ing embarrassed”). Respondents rated items on a 
7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 
agree). Total scores averaged the two sets of four 
items, with higher scores indicating greater sup-
port. Cronbach’s alpha was .83 for work support 
and .84 for family support.

In addition to the social support in the work-
place, the work domain encompassed years of 
work experience, full-time employment status 
(1 - Yes, 0 - No), shift work (1 - Yes, 0 - No), 
managerial position (1 - Yes, 0 - No), flexibility 
of working hours (1 - Fixed, 2 - Partially flexible, 
3 - Fully flexible), predictability of working hours 
(1 - Fully unpredictable to 5 - Completely predict-
able), satisfaction with personal income (1 - Com-
pletely dissatisfied to 5 - Completely satisfied), 
psychological demands, and decision latitude.

Psychological demands and decision latitude 
were assessed with five and six items, respective-
ly, from the 17-item version of the Demand Sup-
port Control Questionnaire (Chungkham et al., 
2013; Croatian version by Šimunić et al., 2024). 
This questionnaire is based on the demand-control 
model of job stress outlined by Karasek (1979). 
Participants indicated the frequency of experienc-
ing various situations, for example, “Does your 
work require too much effort?” for psychological 
demands and “Do you have the opportunity to 
learn new things through your work?” for decision 
latitude (work control). Responses were rated on a 
4-point Likert scale, with higher scores indicating 
greater psychological demands (5-20) and great-
er decision latitude (6-24). Scores were summed, 
with two items reverse-scored. The reliability of 
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the scales was confirmed using Cronbach’s alpha, 
which was .77 for psychological demands and .74 
for decision latitude.

ANALYSIS

The analyses were performed using the pro-
gramme Statistica 14 (Tibco Software Inc., 2020). 
The analyses included calculating descriptive 
parameters of all variables and the correlations 
among all variables. This was a prerequisite to 
justify performing the main analyses - two hierar-
chical regression analyses that were performed in 
three steps, one for each direction of work-family 
conflict (work-to-family and family-to-work con-
flict). Variables with significant Pearson’s bivari-
ate correlations that had at least one of the two cri-
terion variables were included in the next step of 
the regression analysis, in order to retain the same 

set of predictors for both directions of conflict (for 
comparison). Variables from the personal domain 
were included in the first step, the family domain 
in the second step, and work domain variables in 
the third and final step. 

RESULTS

First, the basic descriptive parameters of the 
examined variables are presented in Table 1. By 
inspecting the indices of the shape of the distribu-
tions, it is evident that parametric analyses could 
be performed on almost all variables, consider-
ing that the skewness is below 3 and the kurtosis 
is below 10 (Kline, 2016). The exception is the 
number of children with disabilities (kurtosis > 
10), which could be due to the fact that most of 
the families had only one child with a disability 
(90%). 

Table 1. Basic descriptive parameters of the examined variables

Variables N M C Min Max SD Skewness 
(SE = 0.10)

Kurtosis
(SE = 0.20)

Gender (1 - female; 2 -male) 572 N/A 1 1 2 N/A 2.75 5.57
Age 565 40.93 40 23 66 6.17 0.28 0.23
Education level (1 - elementary school; 5 - PhD) 572 3.06 3 1 5 1.03 0.20 - 1.34
Optimism 572 21.75 22 6 30 4.22 - 0.76 1.09
Self-efficacy 572 37.14 38 10 50 6.26 - 0.80 2.19
Post-traumatic growth - Personal strength 572 13.25 14 0 20 4.34 - 0.92 0.88
Post-traumatic growth - Appreciation for life 572 11.75 12 0 15 3.09 - 1.35 2.08
ER Self-blame 572 9.78 10 4 20 3.80 0.26 - 0.55
ER Acceptance 572 14.50 15 4 20 3.17 - 0.72 0.76
ER Rumination 572 12.20 12 4 20 3.61 - 0.18 - 0.33
ER Positive refocusing 572 12.94 13 4 20 3.45 - 0.26 - 0.09
ER Planning 572 16.17 16 4 20 2.55 - 0.62 1.31
ER Positive reappraisal 572 15.23 16 4 20 3.47 - 0.66 0.30
ER Putting into perspective 572 14.91 15 4 20 3.32 - 0.57 0.41
ER Catastrophising 572 9.14 9 4 20 3.54 0.61 0.05
ER Other-blame 572 7.47 7 4 20 3.43 1.11 1.25
Managing free time 569 5.59 6 2 10 2.11 0.15 - 0.68
Number of children 571 2.20 2 1 6 0.99 1.05 1.57
Age of first born 572 9.09 9 0 19 4.79 0.16 - 0.93
Number of children with disability 572 1.11 1 1 4 0.36 3.59 14.78
Age of child with disability (first) 572 9.09 9 0 19 4.79 0.16 - 0.93
Gender of child with disability (first) (1 - female; 2 - male) 572 1.67 2 1 2 N/A - 0.75 - 1.44
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Variables N M C Min Max SD Skewness 
(SE = 0.10)

Kurtosis
(SE = 0.20)

Highest level of child’s disability categorisation 467 3.14 3 1 4 0.93 - 0.83 
(SE = 0.11)

- 0.26 
(SE = 0.23)

Parental stress 572 42.61 42 19 80 10.62 0.51 0.39
Social support in family 567 21.10 22 5 28 5.08 - 0.66 -0.15
Years of work experience 570 16.94 16.5 0 45 6.90 0.25 0.36
Full-time work (1 - yes; 0 - no) 572 N/A 1 0 1 N/A - 0.77 -1.42
Managerial work position (1 - yes; 0 - no) 568 N/A 0 0 1 N/A 1.46 0.13
Flexible work time (1 - fixed; 2 - partial; 3 - totally) 572 1.70 2 1 3 0.70 0.49 -0.89
Shift work (1 - yes; 0 - no) 572 N/A 0 0 1 N/A 0.23 -1.96
Predictability of work time 570 4.02 4 1 5 1.15 - 1.20 0.58
Personal income satisfaction 571 3.26 3 1 5 1.10 - 0.36 - 0.47
Psychological work demands 570 13.27 13 5 20 2.76 - 0.09 - 0.26
Work control 569 15.72 16 5 20 2.88 - 0.58 0.17
Social support at work 566 19.92 20 4 28 5.02 - 0.72 0.61
Work-to-family conflict 567 10.99 11 4 20 3.23 0.28 - 0.14
Family-to-work conflict 566 10.40 10 4 20 3.34 0.21 - 0.10

Note. ER - emotional regulation 

Bivariate Pearson’s coefficients of correlations 
between all examined variables are presented in 
Table 2. The following variables, which were 
not correlated with either criterion variable, were 
omitted from further regression analyses (and the 
correlation matrix): gender and age of partici-
pants, number, age, and gender of the child with 
a disability, years of work experience, full-time 
work, and managerial position. The highest level 
of child’s disability categorisation was omitted as 
well, to avoid excluding those who did not have an 
official categorisation of the level of their child’s 
impairment (18%; n = 105), but are still parents 
of a child with a diagnosed disability.  Besides 
this, the variable is just marginally significantly 
correlated with one of the criteria, family-to-work 
conflict (r = .09). The predictor tolerance values 
(calculated as 1 minus the R2 value obtained when 
that predictor is regressed on all other independent 
variables) ranged from .49 for optimism to .99 for 
worktime flexibility, indicating that there are no 
critical values of intolerance or multicollinearity.  

The results of the hierarchical regression anal-
yses with 1) work-to-family conflict (WFC) and 
2) family-to-work conflict (FWC) as the criteri-
on are presented in Table 3. The personal domain 
variables in the first step of the analysis explained 

19% of the variance of WFC and 30% of the vari-
ance of FWC. The significant individual predictors 
of higher WFC were a lower level of optimism, 
higher levels of catastrophising as an emotional 
regulation strategy, and a reduced ability to recov-
er and enjoy personal (free) time. The significant 
individual predictors of higher FWC were a high-
er level of education, lower self-efficacy, greater 
self-blame, frequent use of other-blame and cata-
strophising as emotional regulation strategies, and 
a reduced ability to recover and enjoy free time, 
which was also most significant (β = - .22). In the 
second step, when including family domain vari-
ables, a total of 21% of the variance of WFC was 
explained, with the additional 2% explained by 
these variables being significant. As for FWC, a 
total of 38% of the variance was explained, with 
an additional 8% explained by these variables 
being significant. The reduced ability to recov-
er and enjoy free time continued to significantly 
predict a higher level of WFC, but optimism and 
catastrophising no longer played a role. Higher 
levels of using ‘putting into perspective’ as an 
emotional regulation strategy was also able to 
predict a higher level of WFC. Among the added 
family domain variables, a higher level of social 
support in the family predicted a lower level of 
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WFC. A higher level of education, lower self-ef-
ficacy, more frequent usage of other-blame and 
catastrophising as emotional regulation strategies, 
along with a reduced ability to recover and enjoy 
free time remained significant predictors of high-
er FWC. Self-blame became insignificant, while 
a higher level of appreciation for life (dimension 
of post-traumatic growth) significantly predicted 
higher FWC. Among the family domain variables, 
a higher level of parental stress significantly pre-
dicted a higher level of FWC: it was the most sig-
nificant predictor overall (β = - .32). In the third 
and final step, adding work domain variables 
significantly explained an additional 21% of the 
variance of WFC and 4% of the variance of FWC. 
Thus, 42% of the total variance of WFC and 41% 
of the total variance of FWC was explained by 
variables from all three domains. From the per-
sonal domain, ‘putting into perspective’ remains 
a positive predictor of WFC, but free time man-
agement no longer has an effect. From the family 
domain, social support no longer plays a signifi-

cant role, but lower number of children predicts 
a higher level of WFC. Among the work domain 
variables, a lower level of predictability of work 
timings, lower levels of satisfaction with personal 
income and social support at work predict a higher 
level of WFC. The most significant predictor was 
the psychological work demands (β = .35), with a 
higher level of psychological work demands pre-
dicting a higher level of WFC. As for FWC, from 
the personal domain, a higher level of education, 
lower self-efficacy, greater appreciation for life, 
more frequent use of other-blame as an emotional 
regulation strategy, and a reduced ability to re-
cover and enjoy free time continue to significant-
ly predict higher FWC, while catastrophising no 
longer has an effect. From the family domain, a 
higher level of parental stress remained the stron-
gest predictor of a higher level of FWC (β = .31). 
Among the work domain variables, a lower level 
of satisfaction with personal income and a higher 
level of psychological work demands predicted a 
higher level of FWC. 



Ana Šimunić, Matilda Nikolić Ivanišević, Ana Slišković, Andrea Tokić, Jelena Ombla: Predictors of work-family conflict among employed...

10

Ta
bl

e 
2.

 B
iv

ar
ia

te
 P

ea
rs

on
’s 

co
effi

ci
en

ts
 o

f c
or

re
la

tio
ns

 b
et

w
ee

n 
al

l e
xa

m
in

ed
 v

ar
ia

bl
es

Va
ri

ab
le

s
2

3
4

5
6

7
8

9
10

11
12

13
14

15
16

17
18

19
20

21
22

23
24

25
26

27
28

29
1 

Ed
uc

at
io

n
- .

04
.0

1
-.1

1
-.1

2
.1

4
.0

0
.0

5
-.0

9
-.0

0
-.0

6
-.0

7
-.0

1
.1

2
-.0

6
-.0

9
-.2

0
.0

5
.1

9
-.0

1
.0

3
-.2

0
.0

4
.2

4
.0

3
.3

7
.0

3
.0

6
.2

0
2 

O
pt

im
is

m
1

.7
0

.5
2

.4
5

-.3
3

-.0
2

-.2
7

.4
7

.3
5

.5
7

.2
5

-.3
8

-.1
2

.3
5

.1
3

.0
6

-.0
3

-.4
6

.4
0

.1
4

-.0
4

.0
8

.1
9

-.1
5

.2
3

.3
6

-.3
5

-.3
2

3 
Se

lf-
effi

ca
cy

1
.5

1
.4

6
-.3

0
-.0

7
-.2

0
.3

7
.3

6
.4

9
.2

1
-.3

0
-.0

7
.3

0
.0

9
.0

5
.0

3
-.3

8
.3

4
.1

2
-.0

3
.1

1
.2

1
-.0

8
.2

8
.3

1
-.2

9
-.3

1
4 

Po
st

t.g
r.P

er
s.s

tre
ng

th
1

.6
8

-.4
3

.0
1

-.2
1

.3
8

.2
6

.5
6

.2
7

-.3
4

-.1
5

.2
7

.1
1

.0
8

.0
8

-.4
3

.2
6

.0
4

.0
1

.1
3

.1
3

-.1
4

.1
1

.2
2

-.2
9

-.2
9

5 
Po

st
t.g

r.A
pp

r.f
or

 li
fe

1
-.3

1
.0

5
-.1

3
.3

6
.2

7
.5

2
.2

6
-.2

2
-.0

9
.1

5
.1

3
.0

3
.1

0
-.4

3
.2

5
.0

6
.0

5
.1

3
.0

9
-.0

9
.0

5
.1

9
-.2

3
-.1

8
6 

ER
 S

el
f-

bl
am

e
1

.1
0

.4
6

-.3
8

-.0
4

-.3
0

.0
1

.3
1

.1
6

-.2
5

-.1
3

-.0
7

-.0
1

.4
2

-.2
1

-.0
5

.0
2

-.0
7

-.0
4

.1
1

.0
3

-.1
3

.1
9

.3
2

7 
ER

 A
cc

ep
ta

nc
e

1
.2

6
.0

4
.0

3
.0

6
.1

6
.1

4
-.0

7
-.0

3
-.0

7
-.0

4
.0

7
.1

5
-.0

4
.0

2
.0

1
.0

4
.0

3
.0

4
.0

6
-.0

3
.0

4
.1

3
8 

ER
 R

um
in

at
io

n
1

-.3
3

.0
5

-.1
6

-.0
3

.5
2

.2
3

-.1
5

-.0
7

-.0
3

.0
1

.3
1

-.2
1

-.1
0

.0
7

.0
3

-.0
9

.1
1

.0
5

-.1
3

.2
2

.3
0

9 
ER

 P
os

iti
ve

 re
fo

cu
si

ng
1

.2
0

.4
5

.2
6

-.2
7

-.1
5

.2
3

.0
9

.0
6

.0
1

-.3
2

.2
2

.0
4

-.0
0

.0
4

.1
4

-.0
9

.1
1

.1
6

-.2
0

-.2
4

10
 E

R
 P

la
nn

in
g

1
.5

0
.2

2
-.1

0
.0

3
.0

5
.0

5
.0

4
-.0

0
-.1

4
.1

5
.0

7
.0

4
.0

8
.0

3
-.0

2
.1

6
.1

3
-.1

4
-.1

1
11

 E
R

 P
os

.re
ap

pr
ai

sa
l

1
.4

0
-.2

8
-.1

3
.2

2
.1

3
.0

4
.0

4
-.3

7
.2

6
.1

2
-.0

1
.0

5
.0

8
-.0

7
.1

8
.2

1
-.2

6
-.2

4
12

 E
R

 P
ut

tin
g 

in
to

 p
er

sp
ec

tiv
e

1
-.1

7
-.1

0
.0

8
.0

2
-.0

5
-.1

4
-.1

7
.1

7
.0

2
.0

7
-.0

5
.0

2
-.0

8
.0

5
.1

2
-.0

6
-.1

1
13

 E
R

 C
at

as
tro

ph
is

in
g

1
.3

1
-.2

8
-.0

7
-.0

8
.0

4
.3

6
-.2

7
-.1

4
.0

8
-.0

4
-.1

8
.1

8
-.0

5
-.2

0
.2

8
.3

6
14

 E
R

 O
th

er
-b

la
m

e
1

-.0
7

-.1
0

-.0
5

.0
1

.1
9

-.0
7

-.0
2

.0
2

.0
8

-.0
7

.0
7

.0
4

-.0
7

.1
1

.2
3

15
 F

re
e-

tim
e 

m
an

ag
em

en
t

1
.0

3
.1

8
-.1

2
-.3

1
.3

8
.1

4
.0

1
.0

6
.2

5
-.2

8
.1

4
.3

3
-.2

8
-.3

8
16

 N
um

be
r o

f c
hi

ld
re

n
1

.4
7

.0
3

-.1
5

.0
5

.0
3

.1
1

-.0
2

-.0
3

-.0
1

-.0
2

.0
6

-.1
1

-.0
9

17
 A

ge
 o

f fi
rs

t b
or

n
1

-.0
5

-.0
4

.0
2

.0
1

.0
5

.0
3

.0
4

-.0
7

-.0
8

.0
1

-.0
4

-.1
3

18
 L

ev
el

 o
f d

is
ab

. (
fir

st
)

1
.0

2
.1

1
-.0

0
.0

0
.1

5
.0

1
.0

3
-.0

2
.0

0
.0

1
.0

9
19

 P
ar

en
ta

l s
tre

ss
1

-.3
8

-.0
5

.0
0

.0
0

-.0
8

.1
8

.0
2

-.2
8

.3
1

.5
3

20
 S

oc
ia

l s
up

p.
 fa

m
ily

1
.1

2
-.0

3
.1

3
.3

1
-.3

0
.2

0
.4

9
-.3

0
-.3

1
21

 F
le

xi
bl

e 
w

or
k-

tim
e

1
-.0

4
-.1

1
.1

3
-.1

7
.1

2
.1

7
-.1

5
-.0

3
22

 S
hi

ft 
w

or
k 

(1
-y

es
; 0

-n
o)

1
-.1

7
-.1

6
.1

9
-.0

7
-.1

1
.1

3
.0

3
23

 P
re

di
ct

ab
ili

ty
 o

f w
t

1
.1

8
-.1

9
.0

6
.2

1
-.2

1
-.0

9
24

 P
er

so
na

l i
nc

om
e 

sa
t.

1
-.2

0
.3

6
.3

3
-.2

6
-.1

9
25

 P
sy

ch
. w

or
k 

de
m

an
ds

1
.0

3
-.3

2
.5

2
.3

2
26

 W
or

k 
co

nt
ro

l
1

.2
9

-.0
9

.0
2

27
 S

oc
.su

pp
. a

t w
or

k
1

-.4
5

-.2
7

28
 W

FC
1

.5
0

29
 F

W
C

1
N

ot
e:

 E
R

 - 
em

ot
io

na
l r

eg
ul

at
io

n;
 C

or
re

la
tio

ns
 in

 b
ol

d 
ar

e 
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 a
t p

 <
 .0

5.



Hrvatska revija za rehabilitacijska istraživanja 2026, Vol 62, br. 1, str. 1-21

11

Table 3. Results of the hierarchical regression analysis with personal, family, and work-related characteristics as 
predictors and work-to-family and family-to-work conflict as the criteria (N = 557) 
Criterion Work-to-family conflict Family-to-work conflict
Independent variables  Step 1 Step 2 Step 3  Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Education .03 .03 .06 .13*** .09** .10**
Optimism - .14** - .11 - .06 - .02 .04 .04
Self-efficacy - .04 - .04 - .05 - .11* - .09* - .11*
Postt. gr. Pers. strength - .06 - .07 - .04 - .05 - .03 -.02
Postt. gr. Appr. for life - .03 - .01 .00 .05 .11* .11**
ER Self-blame - .03 - .04 - .04 .10* .06 .06
ER Acceptance .00 - .01 - .01 .07 .04 .03
ER Rumination .09 .08 .07 .06 .05 .05
ER Positive refocusing .01 .01 .00 - .01 - .00 .00
ER Planning - .03 - .03 - .02 - .03 - .03 - .03
ER Pos.reappraisal - .05 - .05 - .08 - .01 - .01 - .03
ER Putting into perspective .07 .09* .09* - .02 - .01 - .00
ER Catastrophising .09* .08 .05 .12** .08* .08
ER Other-blame .01 .01 .00 .11** .09* .08*
Free time - .15*** - .12** - .03 - .22*** - . 16*** - .13***
Number of children - .07 - .08* .03 .02
Age of first born .05 .06 - .06 - .05
Parental stress .07 .06 .32*** .31***
Soc. supp. family - .11** .04 -.07 - .02
Flexible work-time - .02 .06
Shift work .01 - .01
Predictability of wt - .08* - .02
Personal income sat. - .08* - .08*
Psych. work demands .35*** .15***
Work control .01 .05
Soc.supp. at work - .19*** - .02
R2 .19*** .21*** .42*** .30*** .38*** .41***
R2

corr. .17*** .19*** .40*** .28*** .36*** .39***
ΔR2 .02** .21*** .08*** .04***

Note. ER, emotional regulation; * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

DISCUSSION

This study focuses on working parents of chil-
dren with disabilities, a vulnerable group that 
remains under-researched, especially in Croatia 
(Slišković et al., 2022). Parenting a child with 
developmental disabilities, especially those with 
more severe impairments, is extremely demand-
ing and very different from parenting typically 
developing children. Long-term care requires ex-
ceptional effort that is time-consuming, as well as 

financially, physically, and emotionally exhaust-
ing, often affecting the parents’ health (Slišković, 
Ombla, & Vidaković, 2024). Caring for a child 
with atypical development can be seen as an addi-
tional work role or even the “career” of a caregiver, 
which is unpredictable, dynamic, and increasingly 
demanding as the child grows or if the child has 
higher levels of disability. For instance, research 
in Croatia on mothers of prematurely born infants 
that had certain developmental difficulties due to 
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premature birth showed that, compared to moth-
ers of full-term babies, they had higher levels of 
depression, anxiety, and stress, lower levels of life 
satisfaction, and perceived lower levels of social 
support from their partners (Trlin et al., 2025). 
Support from both formal and informal networks 
is crucial, as parents in the Croatian context face 
daily challenges in rehabilitation, accessing in-
formation and rights, and educating themselves 
about their child’s condition, often encountering 
obstacles such as lack of qualified professionals, 
bureaucracy, centralised services, and high costs 
of private care.

While there are many studies on parents of 
children with disabilities, little attention has been 
given to those who are employed. The present 
study examines the conflict between work and 
family roles, specifically work-to-family and fam-
ily-to-work conflicts, which are crucial since they 
predict wellbeing, life satisfaction, and mental 
health (Tokić et al., 2024). An additional aim of 
the study was to adopt a comprehensive approach 
by considering predictors from three domains: 
personal, family, and work. The social domain 
has also been incorporated to the research (social 
support in the domains, sociodemographics). This 
broad approach is a key strength of the study, of-
fering deeper insights into the challenges faced by 
Croatian working parents of children with disabil-
ities. For example, two American studies (Stew-
art, 2013; Stewart et al., 2023) found that parents/
caregivers of children and adults with disabilities 
struggle more to balance work and family roles 
than those with typical family responsibilities. 
These studies analysed the impact of family and 
workplace support, but overlooked individual 
factors, which are crucial in managing daily chal-
lenges, especially in exceptional circumstances.

The research results show that personal char-
acteristics play a significant role in work-to-fam-
ily conflict (WFC) and family-to-work conflict 
(FWC). These factors explain 19% of the variance 
in WFC and 30% in FWC. The predictors of low-
er WFC include higher optimism, less frequent 
use of catastrophising as a maladaptive cognitive 
emotion regulation strategy, and a greater ability 
to relax and enjoy personal time. For FWC, cat-

astrophising and how leisure time is spent were 
also predictive, in the same and expected direc-
tion as observed for WFC. Additionally, lower 
levels of education, higher self-efficacy, and less 
frequent use of self-blame and other-blame were 
predictive of lower levels of FWC.

As previously mentioned, emotion regulation 
strategies represent crucial individual aspects that 
influence an individual’s wellbeing (Aldao et al., 
2010). Previous research (Keleynikov et al., 2023) 
found that parents of children with disabilities tend 
to use more maladaptive emotion regulation strat-
egies compared to parents of typically developing 
children. As we do not have a control sample of 
parents (parents of children with typically devel-
oping children), we cannot make such a compari-
son. However, we can compare the prevalence of 
use of adaptive and maladaptive strategies. Our 
results suggest that catastrophising, as a maladap-
tive strategy, is used less frequently than adaptive 
strategies (catastrophising vs acceptance - t(571) 
= 29.14, p < .001; catastrophising vs positive refo-
cusing - t(571) = 16.35, p < .001; catastrophising 
vs planning - t(571) = 37.08, p < .001; catastroph-
ising vs positive reappraisal - t(571) = 26.01, p < 
.001; catastrophising vs ‘putting into perspective’ 
- t(571) = 26.49, p < .001; mean values are listed in 
Table 1). Despite being used less frequently, cata-
strophising is a predictor of both WFC and FWC, 
highlighting the importance of raising awareness 
about the harmful effects of maladaptive strate-
gies. Similarly, self-blame, another maladaptive 
strategy which refers to an individual’s tendency 
to blame themselves for anything bad that hap-
pens to them, was less commonly used than adap-
tive strategies (self-blame vs acceptance - t(571) = 
23.96, p < .001; self-blame vs positive refocusing 
– t(571) = 12.48, p < .001; self-blame vs planning 
- t(571) = 32.52, p < .001; self-blame vs positive 
reappraisal - t(571) = 22.11, p < .001; self-blame 
vs putting into perspective  - t(571) = 24.46, p < 
.001; mean values are listed in Table 1). Blaming 
others followed a similar pattern. Nevertheless, 
these strategies, along with catastrophising, are 
predictive for FWC. These findings emphasise the 
need for developing various prevention strategies 
to mitigate the negative effects of maladaptive 
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emotion regulation on the wellbeing of parents of 
children with disabilities.

The results also confirmed the importance of 
how individuals spend their free time, i.e., the ex-
tent to which individuals could manage their per-
sonal time, relax, and enjoy leisure activities. In 
addition to the fact that this individual tendency is 
a predictor of both types of conflict, it is also the 
most significant individual predictor within the 
personal domain of both WFC and FWC. Individ-
uals who use their free time in a “better way” have 
a greater chance of recovering from increased ex-
posure to stressors and high demands (Craig & 
Cooper, 1992). This is particularly important in 
the context of the finding that successful recovery 
is related to improved wellbeing (Headrick et al., 
2023), but also the fact that parents of children 
with developmental disabilities are less likely to 
be able to “get” time for themselves due to their 
family circumstances. Building on qualitative 
findings from employed mothers and fathers in 
Ombla et al. (2023), who emphasised the lack of 
personal time and the importance of individual-
ised “release valves”, as well as existing guide-
lines on carving out time for oneself amid high 
role demands <excluded due to masked review>, 
it is essential to recognise that employee well-
being depends not only on the balance between 
work and family roles, but also on the nurturing of 
personal and social roles that contribute to over-
all psychological functioning and life satisfaction 
(Hariri et al., 2024).

Optimism, as an individual characteristic, also 
plays a protective role for WFC, as previously es-
tablished (Ombla et al., 2023). The repeated con-
firmation of its protective role is consistent with 
the fact that it is a general personality disposition 
(Baker et al., 2005), meaning that an optimistic 
person could maintain their positive attitude un-
der different circumstances, in this case, when ex-
periencing or handling the inference of work with 
the family domain. However, optimism does not 
predict FWC, but this could be a result of multi-
collinearity, that is, being correlated to relatively 
more important predictors of FWC. 

Educational level was found to predict FWC, 
but not WFC. Higher education may lead to in-

creased work responsibilities and demands, mak-
ing them harder to be fulfilled, thus contributing 
to higher FWC. This idea is supported by the fact 
that lower education level is a predictor of higher 
WFC.

Self-efficacy also predicted FWC (higher lev-
els of self-efficacy predict lower conflict), but not 
WFC. This may be because a majority of the sam-
ple comprised of women, who traditionally bear 
more family responsibilities (Mussida & Patimo, 
2021). In the case of parents of children with 
disabilities, family responsibilities can be over-
whelming and beyond one’s control, reducing 
mothers’ perceived self-efficacy when the family 
domain, which is traditionally perceived as more 
important, interferes with the work domain.

The inclusion of family characteristics in-
creased the explained variance for both types of 
conflict, with a more notable increase for FWC 
(8%) than WFC (2%). This difference and its di-
rection are logical, as FWC involves the family 
role negatively impacting the work role. Two fam-
ily domain predictors emerged: parental stress for 
FWC and social support from family members for 
WFC. Parental stress was the strongest predictor 
of FWC, considering predictors from all domains, 
which makes sense given the fact that it represents 
negative feelings towards oneself and the child/
children that are directly attributable to parenting 
demands (Profaca & Arambašić, 2023). Parents 
with high levels of this specific stress struggle to 
meet work demands. For WFC, parental stress, 
age, and number of children were not significant 
predictors, but social support was significant. Pre-
vious studies highlight the importance of social 
support for parents of children with developmen-
tal disabilities (Ombla et al., 2023; Park & Lee, 
2022; Tokić et al., 2023), given the increased 
parental role demands. Parents of children with 
disabilities estimate that different types of sup-
port (emotional, instrumental), as well as different 
sources of support (society, family, support within 
the work organisation) are extremely important 
to balance work and family roles (Ombla et al., 
2023). The Social Support at Work and Family 
Scale used in the present study focuses on family 
members’ support for managing work demands, 
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obligations, and problems. The presence/absence 
of such support is expected to predict the level 
of conflict caused by the negative spillover from 
work to the family role, and this finding was con-
firmed.

Interestingly, when family predictors were in-
cluded, optimism and catastrophising lost their 
predictive power for WFC. Unexpectedly, ‘put-
ting into perspective’, as an emotion regulation 
strategy, became a predictor of higher WFC. This 
strategy, which refers to reducing the severity of 
the situation by comparing it to other events and 
experiences, seems to be a possibly less func-
tional emotional strategy when it is considered 
in relation to the other predictors, or it could be 
specifically related to experiencing a higher level 
of work interfering with family matters, e.g., in 
comparisons with the family situations of work 
colleagues and achieving work-family balance. 
Some researchers have already suggested examin-
ing the interaction between situational and dispo-
sitional factors when studying the effectiveness of 
certain emotion regulation strategies (Kobylińska 
& Kusev, 2019). For FWC, greater post-traumatic 
appreciation for life emerged as a significant pre-
dictor, while self-blame lost its predictive pow-
er. The appreciation of family life and parenting 
could be what makes this predictor more signifi-
cant in predicting the levels at which family inter-
feres with work life. 

Parents’ ability to focus on the positive aspects 
of their child’s development seems to be a particu-
larly important coping mechanism (so-called pos-
itive refocusing), both in foreign research and in 
research conducted on Croatian parents (Ombla et 
al., 2025). Parents describe accepting and coming 
to terms with their child’s diagnosis and releasing 
expectations related to their child’s development 
as a turning point, after which they feel relief 
and encouragement to go on (Slišković, Ombla, 
& Tokić, 2024). Reconciliation with life circum-
stances leads some parents to a change within 
their personality, which is described as so-called 
post-traumatic growth, since it has positive effects 
on parental functioning. Parents, thus, state that 
they feel that living with a child with develop-
mental disabilities has changed their view of the 

world, that they are no longer burdened by petty 
everyday worries, and that they develop a sense 
of appreciating the good things in life once again 
(Ombla et al., 2023).

In the final step of the regression analysis, 
work domain variables were introduced and they 
contributed significantly to the explained variance 
of both types of conflicts, with a higher contribu-
tion to WFC (21%) than FWC (4%). This sug-
gests that the domain from which negative effects 
spill over into another role plays a key role. Apart 
from the fact that work domain characteristics 
have a minimal contribution to the percentage of 
the explained variance of FWC, satisfaction with 
personal income was found to be a significant 
negative predictor of this type of conflict, while 
work demands was a positive predictor. Apart 
from these two predictors, there are two addition-
al negative predictors for WFC - social support at 
work and predictability of working hours. Work 
demands are not only a predictor for both types of 
conflict, but also the strongest predictor variable 
from all three domains for WFC. 

These results align with existing research on 
work stress and the original Karasek model (1979), 
emphasising the importance of work demands for 
employee wellbeing. Additionally, they support 
the revised Karasek model (Karasek & Theorell, 
1990), which incorporates social support as an es-
sential factor explaining the relationship between 
job demands and stress or wellbeing. First, our re-
sults show that greater social support in the work-
place predicts less WFC. This finding is consistent 
with research confirming the importance of vari-
ous forms of support in balancing these two roles 
for parents of children with disabilities (Ombla et 
al., 2023). Second, the correlations at the bivariate 
level confirm that higher work demands are asso-
ciated with lower social support at work (Table 
2), and it is this combination that jeopardises the 
employee’s wellbeing, according to the revised 
Karasek model (Sanne et al., 2005).

Satisfaction with personal income as a nega-
tive predictor of both types of conflict highlights 
the importance of financial stability for parents 
of children with disabilities. These parents often 
face high costs for diagnostics, rehabilitation, and 



Hrvatska revija za rehabilitacijska istraživanja 2026, Vol 62, br. 1, str. 1-21

15

therapy, which are typically paid out-of-pocket 
in Croatia due to long public sector waiting lists 
(Ombla et al., 2023; Raina et al., 2004). This on-
going financial strain can lead to exhaustion. Ad-
ditionally, predictable work hours are crucial for 
work-family balance, as they reduce work-fami-
ly conflict. Employers should consider this when 
designing policies, and avoid sudden changes to 
work schedules. A Croatian study (Ombla et al., 
2023) found that parents of children with disabil-
ities frequently reported hectic schedules, largely 
driven by the demanding care needs of their child. 
Therefore, advance planning of work schedules is 
vital to prevent conflicts with family responsibil-
ities.

It should also be mentioned here that, when in-
troducing work assessments, managing free time 
and social support in the family were no longer 
predictors of WFC, while catastrophising was no 
longer  a predictor of FWC. This could also like-
ly be explained by the variables being correlated 
to relatively more important work domain pre-
dictors. Also, now a higher number of children 
significantly predict a lower level of WFC, which 
could likely reflect having more children without 
disabilities as a source of support when maintain-
ing the interference of work with the family obli-
gations of these parents, as observed in previous 
studies as well (Ombla et al., 2023).

It should certainly be emphasised that the op-
tion of employment is not open to some parents of 
children with developmental disabilities at all, and 
this applies to parents of children with the most se-
vere impairments who require full-time and com-
plete care and nurturing. For these parents, the 
demands of exceptional care are extremely high, 
completely binding, and often extend throughout 
life, which means that the role of an active care-
giver for their child never actually ends. While 
formal education for children with developmen-
tal disabilities and people with disabilities in the 
Republic of Croatia can last until they reach the 
age of 21 years, there is almost no organised day 
care for adults with disabilities outside of the care 
provided within the family. Research conducted 
in Croatia involving a sample of older caregiv-
ing parents showed that those providing full-time 

care for their adult children feel abandoned and 
overwhelmed by fear for the future life of their 
children once they are no longer able to provide 
care themselves, especially since they often ex-
perience health problems due to the cumulative 
effects of a stressful life (Ombla, 2023).

It is necessary to consider certain advantages 
and disadvantages of this study. The need for a 
comprehensive approach, i.e., the simultaneous 
inclusion of characteristics from several domains, 
has already been emphasised. We consider that 
the comprehensive approach of this study is a key 
strength, combining multiple domains, whereas 
most literature typically focuses on fewer do-
mains and predictors. This broad perspective is 
crucial for parents of children with disabilities, 
who face greater challenges in balancing work 
and family life. Identifying factors that can ease 
this balance is essential, especially for mothers, 
who often bear the greater caregiving load due 
to societal norms that position fathers as bread-
winners and mothers as primary caregivers (Di 
Gulio et al., 2014). The study offers several prac-
tical implications for supporting the wellbeing of 
parents of children with disabilities. These can be 
addressed at various levels: individual (e.g., en-
suring “time for oneself”), family (e.g., fostering 
mutual support), social (e.g., policies that provide 
support for children and families), and within the 
workplace (e.g., offering social support and ad-
hering to a prearranged work schedule).

Among the shortcomings, we point out the fact 
that the sample consists predominantly of moth-
ers, which is unfortunately common in similar 
research. Despite efforts to include more fathers, 
the sample size for fathers was insufficient for 
reliable gender-based analysis. This is important 
because mothers and fathers often handle the de-
mands of caring for a child with disabilities dif-
ferently (Hallberg, 2014). The generalisability 
of the findings is also limited due to the volun-
tary nature of participation, meaning the sample 
probably consists of parents who are intrinsically 
motivated to express their opinion on work-life 
balance. Additionally, the study’s cross-sectional 
and correlational design prevents causal conclu-
sions. As in most research in the area, self-report 
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assessments are related to a higher possibility of 
distorted non-realistic reports, so there is a need 
for more objective measures in future research 
(e.g., reports from more family members).

Amidst the mentioned shortcomings of this re-
search, it is possible to derive several suggested 
actions aimed towards optimally managing the 
work-life stress of parents of children with devel-
opmental difficulties. The practical implications 
of the broader project which this study is a part of 
<excluded due to masked review> are thorough-
ly elaborated in the handbook <excluded due to 
masked review>. The handbook provides clear 
guidelines for different groups of users, high-
lighting the need to empower parents and fami-
lies of children with developmental disabilities, to 
strengthen both formal professional and informal 
community support, as well as to ensure greater 
workplace support. For parents, especially moth-
ers, of children with developmental disabilities in 
the Croatian context to be able to fulfil their work 
roles, substantial support from various systems, 
including the family, is required. Specifically, the 
Croatian context is marked by problems such as 
a shortage of professionals, long waiting times, 
high costs, complex administration, centralisa-
tion, inclusion challenges, poor coordination be-
tween systems, and insufficient care services that 
would enable employment. Therefore, societal 
efforts to mitigate these issues would be of great 
benefit to these parents. Personal efforts that par-
ents could invest in maintaining a good work-life 
balance would be to consider jobs that allow for a 
good work-life balance, recognise, maintain, and 
strengthen one’s personal resources (e.g., com-
munication skills to disclose at work, emotional 
regulation to deal with fear of discrimination), 
seek and accept various forms of support (legal 
rights, family support, and so on), reduce house-

hold demands, plan ahead and set clear boundar-
ies, ensure time for rest and recovery from work 
and caregiving, as well as join support groups and 
seek advice from other parents in similar situa-
tions.

CONCLUSION

The total variance of work-to-family conflict 
(WFC) explained by the set of examined predic-
tors was 42%, while the total variance explained 
for family-to-work conflict (FWC) was 41%. The 
personal domain variables in the first step ex-
plained 19% of WFC and 30% of FWC. Adding 
the family domain variables explained an addi-
tional 2% of WFC and 8% of FWC. Adding the 
work domain variables in the last step explained 
an additional 21% of WFC and 4% of FWC. The 
significant individual predictors of greater WFC 
in the last step were more frequent use of ‘putting 
into perspective’ as an emotional regulation strate-
gy, lower number of children, lower predictability 
of work timings, lower social support at work and 
lower personal income, as well as higher psycho-
logical work demands, which was also the stron-
gest predictor. The significant individual predic-
tors of greater FWC in the last step were a higher 
level of education, lower self-efficacy, greater 
appreciation for life, more frequent use of the oth-
er-blame emotional regulation strategy, reduced 
ability to recover and enjoy free time, greater psy-
chological work demands, lower satisfaction with 
one’s personal income, and greater parental stress, 
which was the strongest predictor. These results 
imply that conflict between work and family roles 
could be reduced, and the wellbeing of these par-
ents supported by considering variables at the per-
sonal, family, and work domain levels in future 
research and the development of support policies.
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