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Abstract

Family and work are fundamental aspects of life, and an individual must find a balance between both. Prioritizing one
over the other can cause distress in one’s life. Every individual plays an important role in their work and
non-work/personal life with the aim of fulfilling their needs, but it’s not always easy to find a balance, which may
cause a conflict. The reasons behind this conflict vary according to different professional constraints such as working
hours, work environment, nature of job, and interpersonal relations. Non-work and personal factors such as: marital
status, number of children, home environment, age, gender, and location may also contribute. This paper aims to study
the importance of work-life balance in reducing role conflict among academic staff in the Middle Eastern region.
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1. Introduction

The previous two decades have seen increased interest in work-life balance, which has, lately, become an important
symbol of an individual’s wellbeing and happiness. An imbalance in the work-family relationship can cause health
problems and decrease performance outcomes at work. Work-Life Balance (WLB) refers to the lack of equilibrium
between one’s career and other roles of life, such as an uneven amount of time divided between work and family.
There are different definitions for WLB; Karakas and Lee (2004) defined it as having a good time with family
members, being able to spend enough time on one’s emotional wellbeing and health, a good level of communication
and support from peers at work, and job satisfaction (being satisfied with the workload). Having a good
communication level with colleagues is also important in maintaining this balance (Eisenkopf, 2018).

A work role is a specific position assigned to an individual that comes with certain responsibilities. Similarly, one
plays a role in his/her personal life as well. Role conflict refers to incompatibility or inconsistency in meeting the
demands of different roles (Bowling, et al., 2017). According to Javed et. al. (2014) the ambiguity in prioritizing two
conflicting tasks is called role conflict. A study by Asif Igbal et al. (2020) shows that both work and family are
important aspects of an elementary school teacher’s life. If one creates a competition between them, he would be asking
for a conflict. Role theory implies that failure to perform different roles of life simultaneously can generate a conflict.
Three problems that are fundamental to conflict are: time, strain and behavior.

1. Time: Inability to perform more than one role at a time can generate conflict. To minimize this conflict one
has to find a balance between work and non-work roles.

2. Strain: Stress generated from the performance of a role that makes it hard to meet the requirements of
another role.

3. Behavior: Shifting from one role behavior to another may also cause conflict. All roles have their own
requirements and intermixing the requirements of different roles can be harmful for work-life balance,
thus initiating a conflict.

Evidence from literature suggests that role conflict between work and family affects a person’s health and wellbeing,
and it has now become a common problem among professionals. There has been considerable research on this topic
globally but most of it has been conducted in developed countries. According to Hofstede (1984), this conflict varies
across cultures—owing to differences in norms, values and beliefs.

2. Methodology
The information for this study was collected from past studies and reviews on WLB and Role Conflict among
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academicians from middle-east. The data used is secondary in nature which was collected from published sources i.e.
Journals, websites and books. For this study the articles were searched using different keywords, according to the
purpose of this study, on different databases (Science Direct, Google Scholar, Elsevier, Scopus, Web of Science and
Research Gate). Keywords used for the search included work-life balance, role conflict, conflict management,
work-family balance, work and family role conflict, work-family conflict.

3. Work Life Balance and Role Conflict among Middle Eastern Academic Staff

The education system of the Middle East mainly focuses on improving education standards and instilling a higher
level of professionalism. Many people are employed as academic staff because of the importance of education in the
Middle East. Given the importance of the education system, countries need to support their academic staff; for this
purpose, they need to discover new and innovative ways to retain their academic staff. The educational institutions are
providing flexible programs according to the needs of students. In order to maintain high education standards and
meet the needs of students, the academic staff may feel stressed at their jobs because of the workload and trying to
attain work-life balance. Furthermore, with increasing pressure to maintain higher education levels, compared to
international education levels, the policies of the education system have been changing. These changes can really
challenge the students’ ability to learn, thus increasing the workload of the academic staff, because they have to teach
the students new skills to meet the demands of the industry. Furthermore, there is very little research on the causes
and effects of work-life balance in reducing role conflict on academic staff in the universities in the Middle East.
Therefore, this study is an attempt to analyze the role of work-life balance in reducing role conflict among the
academic staff working in universities in the Middle East.

With an increase in workload, the pressure to find a balance between work and non-work activities has also increased
in many countries. According to a study in Dubai—an important trade center of the Middle East region—over 42% of
the working population are facing work pressure at their jobs and over 50% wish to leave their current jobs but cannot
do so because of personal financial problems and career growth. The author states that “personal financial problems,
children’s education, loans for car etc., causes stress at jobs” (Maceda, 2016). The employees facing these problems
feel extra pressure while making a decision regarding their financial problems, since these are connected to their
job-related decisions. The academic staff from universities in the UAE are facing problems at work as many
employees of these universities are subjected to permanent work-related stress, thus affecting their personal and
professional lives (Chapman, Austin, Farah, Wilson, & Ridge, 2013). Lecturers and other staff working at the
universities generally face insecurities with regard to being easily replaceable, due to the nature of their contract or
short-term employment opportunities (Bodla, Hussain, & Chen, 2014).

WLB has become an important part of the realities of daily life. Employees are forced to do more work; this leads to
stress that has become a huge challenge for organizations and their employees. Balancing work and non-work roles is a
necessity of life nowadays and the inability to do so results in role conflict. Role conflict arises when an individual
cannot balance between two (or more) pressures occurring simultaneously. Conservation Theory of Resources (CTR)
provides one additional explanation of the phenomenon. According to the CTR, stress is triggered when an individual is
either afraid of a potential loss of resources, actually going through a resource loss or fails to acquire the expected
amount of resources. This theory also suggests that several work and non-work roles played by an individual require
balancing and an increase in the competition over resources may lead to job dissatisfaction. To avoid this situation, one
must take work-life balance problems seriously (Agha & Khan, 2019).

According to Kakul and Khan (2019), female teachers are more affected by their personal life, compared to male
teachers in Oman. However, the nature of the job and work environment plays an important role in balancing work and
life.

The traditional roles of men and women are still dominant in the Middle East. Previously, men were the bread
winners, while women used to fulfill the responsibilities of housekeeping, such as cleaning, doing the laundry,
cooking and other household chores. However, trends are now shifting, social and economic changes are occurring
gradually, similar to Western societies and as a result, traditional families are morphing into dual-career families [
(Karimi, 2008); (Tavassoli & Sune, 2018)]. Dual-career families lead to work and family being inter-connected. This
shift may increase the responsibilities at home and at work, making the act of maintaining a balance between these
intertwined domains even more difficult, which can result in an increase in psychological distress (Nishaat, 2017). This
psychological distress perturbs the employees, thus preventing them from doing their best at work (Javed, Khan, Yasir,
Aamir, & Ahmed, 2014).

A considerable increase in dual-career families, single parents, and a decrease in the number of sole breadwinners in
families has increased the overall responsibilities relating to work, family, household, etc. This increase in
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responsibilities has also challenged the work-life balance and increased role conflict among female teachers in the UAE.
The burden increases with a change in the marital status of female teachers, due to the increased responsibilities of
taking care of households and children, along with managing their professional lives (Haider & Agha, 2019).

A survey by S Bayraktaroglu et al. (2019) found that academics in business schools in Turkey have a higher level of
family-work and work-family conflict compared to business schools in the UK, resulting in lower life-satisfaction. They
also suggested that employees belonging to different cultural settings can cause work-family conflict.

The teaching profession has many duties and managing these duties can be very challenging, leading to stress and
burnout. Heavy workloads with time constraints cause pressure, making it difficult to balance work and non-work
responsibilities and this may cause a failure to maintain work-life balance. Finding a work-life balance means finding an
equilibrium between work and personal activities. Policies at work enable employees to find the balance between daily
work and non-work activities, thus initiating role conflict. Stress plays a major role during the process of finding this
balance, and it is important to minimize its impact before it becomes unmanageable (Anaele).

The number of work hours in the UAE determines the level of stress and job satisfaction among academics. The survey
suggested that 51% of academic staff work for 7 hours, while 32% spend 8 hours in the university. The number of
academics spending more than 10 hours at work are very low. 60% of academic staff perform tasks related to academic
work, 29% administrative, and 11% perform both of these. A survey suggested that 62% of workers left their previous
jobs because of job-related stress (role ambiguity; role conflict). The survey also concluded that the academic staff in
private universities in the UAE were more satisfied with their jobs and had a lower level of job stress (role ambiguity;
role conflict). This is because of the difference in working hours, workload, appreciation, credit for good work,
organization support, chance to explore oneself, increased participation in decision making, support from friends at
work, and the salary (Jawabria, Alarmotia, & Mohammed, 2019).

A study among female teachers of KSA suggested that the administration must discover ways to provide the academic
staff with means of achieving a proper work-life balance, thus reducing role conflict. It was suggested that the
officials in the education sector must make decisions regarding the provision of child care services and flexible
working hours for working-class women with children. This will help them to balance work and family
responsibilities, thereby increasing their focus at work. The negative association among role conflict, work-life
balance and job satisfaction makes it a necessity to provide female teachers with an environment in which they can
focus on their jobs without any problems or distractions (Almutairi, 2017).

Another study, which focused on full-time academic staff from Cyprus, suggested that there was no significant
association between work-family conflict and organizational commitment. Gender does not moderate the relationship
either. (Allard & H&ansson, 2017).

An increase in workload can lead to lower energy levels and potential loss of personal resources for non-work life
domains, e.g., family. The work and family conflict is significantly related to organizational stressors (role conflict
and role ambiguity), presenteeism and organizational justice. The study showed a higher level of work-family conflict
in Lebanon and other non-Latin countries. (Ferreira, et al., 2017).

a.  Supporting Theories
3.1 Conservation of Resources Theory

Conservation of resources theory (COR) was first presented by Hobfoll in 1998. This is a stress theory which describes
that people are motivated to build, retain and protect resources, and the threat of any expected/potential loss of the
resources may cause stress. This theory strongly explains the causes of job related stress and it can also be used in the
process of generating, retaining, or protecting the resources, in order to avoid stressors (role conflict is one of them). The
considered resources include time, energy, skills, money, health, and self-esteem. COR theory highlights and studies the
loss of resources while balancing between work and non-work life, which generates stressors (role ambiguity and role
conflict). This is why COR theory plays an important part in this study.

3.2 Role Theory

Role theory states that an individual plays different roles in their daily lives and all of these roles comprise different sets
of tasks and responsibilities. Some of these roles may be fundamentally incompatible owing to various reasons such as
time and behavioral expectation. The incompatibility between the duties of these roles causes role conflict. Balancing
between roles and duties properly can reduce the role conflict. The Demand-resources model is also used to explain the
antecedents of this conflict. According to the demand-resources model, resources at work and at home determine the
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level of conflict i.e., higher work/family demands accompanying higher pressure at work, greater number of children,
and longer working hours may increase the conflict, and vice versa (Young, 2015).

4, Conclusion

It is evident that the levels of work-life balance and role conflict vary with culture. The change in levels is influenced by
gender equality, individualism/collectivism and the power distance dimension of culture [ (Behan, S. Drobni¢, & Prig,
2014); (Billing, Babakus, Krishnan, Ford, & B. N. Srivastava, 2014); (Stock, Strecker, & Bieling, 2016)]. In the Middle
Eastern region, the traditional roles for men and women are changing as economies are shifting toward western cultures.
This change in the family culture has increased the responsibilities and roles for individuals. The literature review
suggests that the increase in responsibilities makes it difficult to manage work and personal lives simultaneously, thus
increasing the role conflict.

The two variables of Work-Life Balance (WLB) and Role Conflict are not found in many studies about the Middle East,
especially in the context of academic staff. However, the literature found and supported the idea that WLB plays a vital
role in the role conflict. WLB and role conflict are negatively associated with one another, which means that an increase
in one causes a decrease in the other, i.e., the higher the WLB, the lower the role conflict.

b. Significance of Study

This study has a great significance, because of several reasons. One of the reasons is the increase in the significance of
research on WLB and Role Conflict. It is very important for an individual, especially a teacher (because of the
importance and nature of the profession), to manage their personal and professional roles properly, in order to achieve
a sense of satisfaction and happiness for the benefit of the next generation.

The study will be beneficial to the government and private university owners. They can use these findings to increase
the motivation and job satisfaction among academic staff. The findings can also be used to lower the degree of job
stress among teachers.

c. Limitations and Directions for future studies

One major limitation of this study is that there are few papers on this subject. Moreover, very few studies were found in
the Middle Eastern context. A total of 6352 articles were found under the key words which were then screened for
relativity with context and topic. This process left us with 19 articles that were the most relevant. These articles were
mostly focused on healthcare or the banking sector of the Middle East. Even in the Middle East, most of the articles
found were focused on KSA, Oman, Turkey, or Qatar. There are 17 countries in total in the Middle East and very few
articles were found that focused on any other culture/country, and further screening left us with less than 10 articles.

Future studies must also consider unpublished sources, e.g., theses, statistics maintained by officials, and other sources.
The data used in this paper are from published sources only and this may not represent the population in its entirety. The
future studies must include more than one sector for a better understanding of the topic.
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