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Abstract
Drawing on the work–home resources model, this study investigated the relationship
between sexual harassment perceived by employees in the workplace and their work–
family enrichment. We considered the potential mediating role of employees’
organization-based self-esteem and moderating role of their polychronicity. Using
two-wave time-lagged data collected from 362 part-time Master of Business Adminis-
tration students with full-time jobs in China, we found that perceived sexual harassment
at work was negatively related to employees’ work–family enrichment via reduced
organization-based self-esteem. Polychronicity alleviated the negative relationship
between sexual harassment and organization-based self-esteem, and the mediating
effect of sexual harassment on work–family enrichment through decreased
organization-based self-esteem. We discuss the theoretical and practical implications
of these findings.
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In the last few decades, research on work–family enrichment (WFE) has dramatically
increased (e.g., Bhave & Lefter, 2018; Lapierre et al., 2018). “WFE” refers to the extent
to which experiences in the work domain improve quality of life in the family domain
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). A meta-analytic study by Lapierre et al. (2018) identified
various predictors of WFE, such as social support at work, a family-friendly work
culture, work autonomy, and work tenure.

Despite this fruitful empirical evidence of the antecedents of WFE, an important
research gap remains regarding factors that hinder WFE. Influenced by growing
academic interest in positive psychology, studies of WFE have mainly focused on
the effects of positive organizational constructs on WFE (e.g., Carlson et al., 2011;
Zhang et al., 2012). Theoretical and empirical explanations of how negative workplace
constructs can hinder WFE are lacking (Loi et al., 2018). Although scholars have
elaborated on the formation of WFE by specifying “the conditions under which work
and family roles are ‘allies’ rather than ‘enemies’” (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006: 72), we
know little about how the formation of work–family allies may be hindered. Organi-
zations are placing increasing emphasis on employees’ nonwork needs and WFE is of
strategic importance to individuals’ work–family balance (Kreiner et al., 2009; Zhang
et al., 2012), especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, when work–family balance is
particularly valued by employees (Kramer & Kramer, 2020; Shockley et al., 2021).
Research examining the impact of negative work experiences, such as discrete social
stress, on WFE could generate practical guidance for organizations and individuals on
alleviating this impact (e.g., Lapierre et al., 2018).

To fill this gap in the research, we focused on workplace sexual harassment, which
has been identified as one of the most pervasive and costly negative workplace
occurrences (Berdahl & Raver, 2010; Willness et al., 2007). Sexual harassment is
defined in this study as “unwanted sex-related behavior at work that is appraised by the
recipient as offensive, exceeding her/his resources, or threatening her/his well-being”
(Fitzgerald et al., 1997: 15). Research has shown that workplace sexual harassment can
affect the victim’s life outside work, such as their romantic relationships (Dionisi &
Barling, 2015) and family relationships (Liao et al., 2016). A recent meta-analysis
reported that work overload was not significantly related to WFE (Lapierre et al.,
2018), which implies that work overload, including job tension, may not be a signif-
icant mediator of the process by which WFE is hindered. However, as workplace
sexual harassment has unique effects beyond the impact of job stress (Dionisi &
Barling, 2015; Schneider et al., 1997), we argue that investigating workplace sexual
harassment may provide a unique explanation for hindered WFE.

To further understand the mediating mechanism underlying the relationship between
workplace sexual harassment and WFE, we drew on the work–home resources (W–
HR) model, which regards self-esteem as an important personal resource, to account for
the effects of contextual factors on WFE (e.g., Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; ten
Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). The W–HR model posits that contextual work de-
mands (e.g., emotional and mental demands) diminish positive outcomes in the family
domain through the loss of personal resources (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012).
Based on the W–HR model, we attempted to determine the extent to which encoun-
tering sexual harassment at work reduces targets’ organization-based self-esteem
(OBSE; Pierce & Gardner, 2004), which in turn impedes their WFE. OBSE is “the
self-perceived value that individuals have of themselves as organization members
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acting within an organizational context” (Pierce et al., 1989: 625). Research has
suggested that workplace sexual harassment affects employees’ personal identity and
self-esteem (Dionisi et al., 2012; Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992; Wright & Fitzgerald,
2007). Similar to other forms of interpersonal mistreatment that negatively affect
employees’ self-worth and self-evaluation within their organization (e.g., Frone,
2000; Lim & Lee, 2011), workplace sexual harassment represents an attack on a core
component of the self (Lim & Cortina, 2005; Liu et al., 2014). Hence, we argue that
OBSE plays a mediating role in the relationship between sexual harassment and WFE.

We also investigated the boundary conditions of the effects of workplace sexual
harassment, which helped us to identify variables that can buffer the deleterious effects
of workplace sexual harassment on employees’ WFE. Research has indicated
that victims of sexual harassment try to manage their situation (Fitzgerald &
Cortina, 2018). Some employees can maintain relatively high levels of job
performance despite encountering workplace sexual harassment (O’Leary-Kelly
et al., 2009). However, sexual harassment often becomes a chronic stressor and
managing its effects requires long-term efforts (Quick & McFadyen, 2017). As
Fitzgerald and Cortina (2018: 223) indicated, “responding to sexual harassment
[is] a process, not a single act.” Sexual harassment may frequently interrupt
victims’ workflow, as dealing with it deprives them of time and energy. For
example, research has indicated that the experience of workplace sexual harass-
ment often disrupts victims’ work tasks and leads them to withdraw from
engagement in their work (Fitzgerald et al., 1997; O’Leary-Kelly et al., 2009).

Referring to the work interruption literature (e.g., Jett & George, 2003; Pachler et al.,
2018), we identified the moderating role of employee polychronicity, a personal
characteristic that has been underexamined in the literature on coping with
mistreatment. The construct of polychronicity describes a situation in which
individuals prefer to multitask and switch attention between ongoing tasks as
opposed to performing one task at a time (Bluedorn et al., 1999; Poposki &
Oswald, 2010). As more polychronic employees have been found to be more
comfortable with attention switching and thus less vulnerable to the negative
effects of work interruption (Pachler et al., 2018; Poposki & Oswald, 2010),
polychronicity may help alleviate the interference caused by workplace sexual
harassment. Thus, we examined the potential moderating role of polychronicity
in our model.

This study contributes to the literature in three ways. First, we contribute to the
work–family literature by exploring the process by which WFE is hindered. By
introducing workplace sexual harassment to the WFE literature, we enhance under-
standing of hindered WFE and build a more comprehensive and complex model of
WFE. This approach responds to the call of Lapierre et al. (2018) to pay attention to the
discrete forms of interpersonal mistreatment in the workplace that are associated with
WFE. Second, drawing on the W–HR model, we uncover a critical intervening
mechanism underlying the process by which WFE is hindered and reveal the mediating
role of OBSE in the relationship workplace sexual harassment and WFE. Third, we
identify a personal buffering characteristic, polychronicity, that can help explain
victims’ different responses to hindered WFE. The findings may have valuable prac-
tical implications for organizations seeking to alleviate the destructive effects of
workplace sexual harassment.
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Theoretical background and hypotheses

Conceptual background of the W–HR model

Unlike conventional theories of work–family relationships, which focus on either the
conflict process (Frone et al., 1992; Pleck, 1977) or the enrichment process (e.g.,
Barnett & Hyde, 2001; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006), the W–HR model (ten
Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012) provides an integral and detailed theoretical framework
to explain both positive and negative work–home processes. Building on the conser-
vation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2002), one of the most influential theories
explaining how individuals react to stressors in their environment and how they are
influenced by these encounters, the W–HR model proposes that personal resources are
the main mechanism that helps to determine whether the relationship between one’s
work role and family role is enriching or depleting. To influence the family domain,
workplace contextual resources or demands must first bring about changes to one’s
personal resources (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). According to the model,
depleted personal resources in the work context lead to negative outcomes in the family
context (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012)

The W–HR model also explains how conditional resources (e.g., personality)
influence the relationship between workplace contextual demands/resources and
family outcomes. Hobfoll (2001) pointed out that conditional resources function to
promote the efficiency and effectiveness of other resources. The W–HR model divides
conditional factors into two categories of resources: key resources (e.g., self-efficacy,
optimism) and macro resources (e.g., cultural adaptation, high social expectations). In
this study, we focus on key resources that “facilitate the selection, alteration, and
implementation of other resources” (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012: 548). The
W–HR model suggests that possessing such key resources can alleviate the negative
effects of the contextual demands of an employee’s work on their family outcomes and
facilitate their use of other resources (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). For example,
employees with intrinsic job motivation tend to suffer less from the effects of stressors
and have more positive ways to cope with resource loss (Lyu & Zhu, 2019; ten
Brummelhuis et al., 2011). Thus, the notion of key resources extends our understanding
of how people deal with stressors and why some individuals cope with stressful
circumstances better than others do (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012).

In this study, we applied the W–HR model to understand how and when workplace
sexual harassment hinders WFE through OBSE. Specifically, sexual harassment as
interpersonal mistreatment or a contextual work demand should lead to the depletion of
an employee’s OBSE (personal resource), which in turn results in reduced WFE. In
addition, we argue that polychronicity is a key but under-researched individual character-
istic (key resource) that can moderate the relationships among sexual harassment, OBSE,
and WFE. Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model developed and tested in our study.

Sexual harassment as an antecedent of OBSE

Considering the interpersonal nature of workplace sexual harassment, we argue that
experiencing sexual harassment at work damages victims’ OBSE. OBSE reflects
individuals’ self-perceived value and competence specifically within the workplace.
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Employees with high OBSE believe that they are important, meaningful, respected, and
valuable from the perspective of their organization. Pierce and Gardner (2004) sum-
marized three major categories of workplace situational antecedents of employees’
OBSE: 1) feelings of efficacy and competence derived from personal work experience,
2) social interactions (e.g., abusive supervision) that convey to employees the extent to
which they are valued and important, and 3) the environmental structure of the
organization (e.g., high involvement) that signals trust in employees.

Given that successfully fulfilling one’s work duties and establishing competence are
important prerequisites for developing and maintaining OBSE (Pierce & Gardner,
2004), a lack of positive work experiences may hamper employees’ OBSE. Research
has suggested that sexual harassment is a workplace stressor that can deplete em-
ployees’ personal resources and reduce their productivity (see Willness et al., 2007 for
a review). Sexual harassment also poses a threat to victims and increases their intention
to withdraw from fulfilling their work duties (Fitzgerald et al., 1997). Moreover, targets
may perceive themselves as victims of injustice and thus become “disillusioned and
angry, not only with the harasser but also with the organization itself” (Willness et al.,
2007: 135), as organizations are usually expected to protect employees from negative
workplace incidents such as sexual harassment (Adams & Bray, 1992). Such negative
work experiences are likely to make employees question their value to the organization.

In addition, scholars have suggested that OBSE can “find its roots, in part, in
messages of value transmitted from the organization to the employee via interpersonal
relationships” (Pierce & Gardner, 2004: 601). Research has shown that interpersonal
mistreatment (e.g., abusive supervision and workplace incivility) can negatively affect
employees’ self-worth and positive self-evaluation within their organizations (e.g., Jian
et al., 2012; Lim & Lee, 2011). Sexual harassment is a pervasive form of interpersonal
mistreatment that conveys disrespectful, demeaning, and/or derogatory information to
victims (e.g., Berdahl & Raver, 2010; Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2018). Experiencing this
type of mistreatment at work may injure employees’ self-worth and self-evaluation.
When employees perceive themselves to be targeted by sexual harassment, they may
question their value and self-worth within the organization. For example, Hershcovis
et al. (2010) regarded sexual harassment as an identity threat, leading victims to
overwork to prove their worth. Parker and Griffin (2002) empirically found that
perceived sexual harassment can lead to over-performance demands, defined as targets’

Fig. 1 The conceptual model. Notes: OBSE = Organization-based self-esteem; WFE = Work-to-family
enrichment
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“perceptions of the need to overperform to gain acceptance and recognition within the
organization” (Parker & Griffin, 2002: 196). Thus, considering these findings, we
proposed the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Perceived sexual harassment is negatively related to employees’
OBSE.

Sexual harassment, OBSE, and WFE

Drawing on the W–HR model, we posited that workplace sexual harassment impedes
employees’ WFE through diminished OBSE. WFE arises when experiences in the
work domain produce positive experiences and outcomes in the family domain
(Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). Self-esteem has been identified as an important psycho-
logical resource conducive to WFE (e.g., Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). Recent research
has shown that general self-esteem plays a mediating role in the relationship between
work stressors and WFE (Tan, 2020). However, we argue that general self-esteem
involves many other domains (such as community) that are unrelated to our model.
Compared with general self-esteem, which represents an individual’s overall evaluation
of self (Bowling et al., 2010), OBSE is not only conceptually more relevant to work-
related variables (Pierce et al., 1989); it also has stronger empirical relationships with
work-related variables (Bowling et al., 2010). Hence, we believe that it is more precise
and relevant to use OBSE instead of general self-esteem to examine WFE (as opposed
to individual experience in the general life domain).

OBSE leads to positive self-appraisals, stimulates motivation, and enhances perfor-
mance, which can be cognitively crystallized and used to enhance performance in
family roles, thereby increasing WFE. Specifically, as suggested by Greenhaus and
Powell (2006), two enrichment paths can help explain how OBSE induces WFE and
enhances individuals’ family performance. The first is an instrumental path, through
which resources accumulated at work are directly applied to enhance performance in
family roles. OBSE reflects a positive view of self at work, which helps expand
individuals’ thought–action repertoires and strengthens their outward focus of attention
(Fredrickson & Branigan, 2005; Yang et al., 2018). Consequently, employees can
directly use these resources to improve their performance in the family domain, such
as paying close attention to family members’ needs (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker,
2012). The second is an affective path, in which positive affect generated in an
employee’s work role is carried over to their family role and improves their ability to
fulfil family responsibilities. Research has suggested that OBSE is highly associated
with positive affect (Isen & Baron, 1991; Pierce et al., 1989), as it gives employees the
energy needed to fulfil their family responsibilities and enhances their WFE (Greenhaus
& Powell, 2006; Rothbard, 2001). Recognizing that employees’ feelings of self-worth
in an organization can enrich their family lives through instrumental and affective
paths, we hypothesized that there is a positive relationship between OBSE and WFE.

In contrast, when victims’ OBSE is diminished by sexual harassment by coworkers,
their WFE is likely to be impeded. Several plausible explanations may help illustrate
why decreased OBSE leads to reduced WFE. First, experiencing low OBSE reduces
employees’ positive engagement in the work domain, which hinders the WFE process.
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Low OBSE indicates that one perceives oneself as neither valuable nor worthwhile
within the organization (Pierce & Gardner, 2004), suggesting that investing in one’s
work role adds little value to the organization. As a result, rather than investing their
sense of self in the work domain, individuals with decreased OBSE detach their sense
of self from their work, resulting in disengagement (Bowling et al., 2010). The
activation of WFE depends on positive experiences in a work role that can be used
to help improve performance in a family role (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006); conversely,
individuals with low OBSE minimize their investment in their work, leading to reduced
WFE. Second, employees with lower OBSE are less likely to focus on using their
experiences at work to enrich their family roles due to their reduced outward focus of
attention. Research has indicated that self-esteem helps increase one’s outward focus of
attention and broadens thought–action repertoires (Yang et al., 2018). However, low
self-esteem precedes self-protection motivation and narrows employees’ attention
spans (Crocker et al., 2003; Korman, 2001). This prevents them from paying attention
to their family members and devoting effort to transferring benefits from work to
family. Third, employees with low OBSE tend to experience negative moods and lack
job satisfaction (Heck et al., 2005; Pierce & Gardner, 2004). Thus, they have less
energy to fulfil their family responsibilities, reducing WFE.

We argue that OBSE plays a mediating role in the relationship between perceived
sexual harassment and WFE in the framework of the W–HR model (ten Brummelhuis
& Bakker, 2012). In the W–HR model, workplace sexual harassment can be charac-
terized as a contextual work demand that requires sustained physical and/or mental
effort (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). OBSE has been identified as a personal
resource that can be depleted by contextual work demands (Hobfoll, 2002; ten
Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). According to the W–HR model, contextual work
demands consistently deplete one’s personal resources and further adversely affect
one’s family outcomes (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). We proposed the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 OBSE mediates the relationship between perceived sexual harass-
ment and WFE.

The moderating role of polychronicity

We also focused on the potential moderating effects of polychronicity, an individual
difference variable. Some researchers have conceptualized polychronicity as a prefer-
ence for multitasking combined with actual behavior that structures time in a
polychronic way (e.g., Cotte & Ratneshwar, 1999; Fournier et al., 2013). Others have
argued that polychronicity should be understood only as a preference for multitasking
(e.g., Poposki & Oswald, 2010; Slocombe & Bluedorn, 1999). However, to keep
polychronicity conceptually and operationally distinct from multitasking performance
(Poposki & Oswald, 2010), we define polychronicity as a stable preference for
engaging in two or more tasks or events simultaneously, shifting attention between
ongoing tasks (Bluedorn et al., 1999; Poposki & Oswald, 2010).

The essence of polychronicity is that individuals have different preferences regard-
ing how they organize and structure their time (Bluedorn et al., 1999; Hall, 1959). In
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the definition of polychronicity, the word “simultaneously” implies two aspects or
meanings of the concept. One is a multitasking orientation, referring to an individual’s
preference for dealing with two or more tasks at a time (Ofori-Dankwa & Julian, 2001).
The other is a task switching preference, referring to an individual’s preference for
switching between ongoing tasks rather than focusing on one task until it is finished
and then shifting to another (Poposki & Oswald, 2010).

The W–HR model posits that the deleterious effects of contextual work demands on
personal resources are less likely to appear among individuals with more key resources,
because such resources allow for an efficient coping style (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker,
2012). Although polychronicity is not identified as a potential moderator in the W–HR
model, we argue that it plays an important role in selecting, altering, and implementing
other resources and thus should lead individuals to cope with sexual harassment more
effectively (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). Research on multitasking has identified
polychronicity as a stable resource for individuals in conditions where there are
multiple contextual demands (Korabik et al., 2017). For example, a positive association
has been found between polychronicity and job performance in situations that require
multitasking, such as work interruption (e.g., Fournier et al., 2013). Thus, following the
framework of the W–HR model, we argue that employees with higher levels of
polychronicity are better able to alleviate the negative effects of sexual harassment at
work on their OBSE.

Specifically, polychronicity may reduce the influence of derogatory information
signaled by sexual harassment. Evidence from neurological research indicates that
the human brain has evolved to perform one task at a time (Madore et al., 2020).
Multitasking is positively related to memory failure and associated with an increased
frequency of attention lapses (e.g., distraction), leading to poor episodic memory
(König et al., 2005; Madore et al., 2020). Although people who prefer multitasking
are likely to take a long time to complete tasks and make mistakes, a preference for
multitasking may offer an advantage for individuals encountering workplace sexual
harassment.

As sexual harassment represents a chronic stressor, coping with sexual harassment is
a long-term process, not a single act (Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2018). In terms of the
complexity of coping (Cortina & Wasti, 2005; Knapp et al., 1997), sexual harassment
frequently interrupts the flow of work and requires targets to reallocate their time and
switch attention between coping with sexual harassment and fulfilling work duties.
Employees who experience sexual harassment are likely to feel that they are subject to
over-performance demands (Hershcovis et al., 2010). A recent study showed that work
interruptions have negative effects on employee well-being (Keller et al., 2020).
Polychronicity enables people to fulfill their work roles in organizations when there
are interruptions (Hui et al., 2010; Poposki & Oswald, 2010). As such, employees with
high levels of polychronicity may be relatively comfortable with shifting attention
between coping with sexual harassment and fulfilling their work duties when they are
sexually harassed. In other words, polychronicity may help them cope with the
interference of sexual harassment. As successfully fulfilling one’s role and establishing
competence are important prerequisites for developing and maintaining OBSE (Pierce
& Gardner, 2004), the OBSE of more polychronic employees is less likely to be
influenced by exposure to sexual harassment. Thus, we hypothesized that
polychronicity alleviates the negative effects of sexual harassment on depleting OBSE.
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Hypothesis 3 Polychronicity moderates the negative relationship between per-
ceived sexual harassment and OBSE, such that the relationship is weaker when
polychronicity is high rather than low.

Hypotheses 1–3 state that sexual harassment at work can negatively affect a victim’s
WFE by depleting his or her OBSE and polychronicity can attenuate the negative
effects of sexual harassment on OBSE. The W–HR model suggests that there is an
integrated model in which key resources not only buffer the negative link between
contextual work demands and personal resources but also moderate the whole process
from the work domain to the family domain (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). Thus,
it is reasonable to predict that polychronicity also moderates the indirect effect of sexual
harassment on WFE via OBSE. That is, because the relationship between sexual
harassment at work and OBSE is weaker for more polychronic employees, the indirect
effect of sexual harassment at work on their WFE via OBSE is also weaker. Combining
our arguments, we hypothesized a moderated mediating relationship (Edwards &
Lambert, 2007) in which more polychronic employees who experience sexual harass-
ment may also be less likely to experience decreased WFE via reduced OBSE.

Hypothesis 4 Polychronicity moderates the mediating effect of OBSE on the
relationship between perceived sexual harassment and WFE, such that the medi-
ating effect of perceived sexual harassment on WFE through OBSE is weaker
when the level of polychronicity is high rather than low.

Method

Sample and procedures

The data used in this study were collected from employees enrolled in a part-time
Master of Business Administration (MBA) program at a university in Shanghai, China.
We collected our data in a Chinese context, which has high levels of familism, unlike
most Western contexts (Au & Kwan, 2009). Chinese people tend to highly value the
interests of their families and view family relationships as the core of their social
network structures (Lau, 1981). In China, employees generally work for the sake of
their families, such that the meaning of work is inherently tied to that of family (Yang
et al., 2000). Recent research has shown that a desire to work for the benefit of one’s
family motivates employees to work hard (Zhang et al., 2020). Consequently, Chinese
employees highly value enrichment from work to family, which made China an ideal
context in which to test our theorized model.

With the assistance of course teachers, we randomly selected 524MBA students to take
part in our two-wave questionnaire survey. We implemented a two-week interval to
prevent potential problems associated with common method bias (Doty & Glick, 1998).
We distributed questionnaires with a cover letter to our participants and they returned the
completed questionnaires directly to us. The cover letter informed the participants of the
confidentiality of their responses and explained that the surveys would be used for
academic research purposes only. To ensure that the participants paid attention to all of
the items in the questionnaires, we also conducted an attention check process.
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In the first wave, the participants were asked to report their perceptions of sexual
harassment in the workplace (the independent variable), polychronicity (the potential
moderator), and job stress (the control variable), and to provide demographic informa-
tion, including gender, age, marital status, education, job tenure, weekly work time,
income after tax, job position, and living situation (e.g., living with spouse, living with
parents, or living with children). In total, 524 questionnaires were sent out and 404
completed questionnaires were returned (a response rate of 77.10%). In the second
wave, we only sent questionnaires to the 404 participants who had completed the first-
wave survey. In this wave, the participants were asked to rate their OBSE (the potential
mediator) and WFE (the dependent variable). The final sample contained 362 usable
responses (a response rate of 69.08%).

All our participants worked full time in a range of industries in both the
public and private sectors. They averaged 9.06 years of work experience (SD =
5.45) and 53.04% of them were female. The average age of the sample was
32.42 years (SD = 5.21) and 64.78% were married. More than half (64.08%)
had a Bachelor’s degree and 24.03% had a Master’s degree or a Ph.D. A
Bachelor’s degree was not a requirement for this MBA program if the appli-
cants had suitable executive work experience. On average, our participants
worked 39.88 h a week (SD = 18.04) and most of them (72.37%) earned
more than RMB60,000 per year after tax. With respect to job position, 163
(45.03%) were frontline employees and 199 (54.97%) were managers. Finally,
30.94% of our participants lived with their spouses, 37.57% lived with their
parents, and 42.82% lived with their children.

Measures

To ensure the reliability and validity of the results, all of the constructs in this
study were measured using well-established scales. As all of the key measures
were applied in a Chinese setting, Chinese versions of the scales were used.
Prior to the formal investigation, we conducted a pilot study to test the
appropriateness of the statements and the suitability of the items in our ques-
tionnaires. Based on the results of the pilot study, the questionnaires were
revised for conciseness and understandability. Unless otherwise stated, 7-point
Likert-type scales ranging from 1, “strongly disagree,” to 7, “strongly agree,”
were used to measure the key variables in both waves.

Sexual harassment A 14-item scale extracted from Fitzgerald et al.’s (1995) original
19-item Sexual Harassment Experience Questionnaire (SEQ) was used to measure
sexual harassment in this study. The participants were asked to rate their perceptions
of sexual harassment directed toward them by their supervisors or coworkers. Based on
the pilot study and previous research (e.g., Liu et al., 2014), we removed five items
from the original SEQ questionnaire that were not suitable for the context we were
studying. The original scale was divided into three dimensions: gender harassment,
unwanted sexual attention, and sexual coercion. The revised scale excluded sexual
coercion and mainly focused on gender harassment and unwanted sexual attention. A
sample item is “Touching in a way that made you feel uncomfortable.” The reliability
for this measure in this study was .93.
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Polychronicity To measure polychronicity, we used a 5-item scale originally developed
by Bluedorn et al. (1999) and later applied by Hui et al. (2010) in a Chinese setting. A
sample item is “I like to juggle several activities at the same time.” The reliability for
this measure in our study was .78.

OBSE A 10-item scale developed by Pierce et al. (1989) and later applied byHui and Lee
(2000) was used to measure OBSE. Sample items are “I matter around here” and “I am
an important part of this place.” The reliability for this measure in our study was .94.

WFE A nine-item scale originally developed by Carlson et al. (2006) and later applied
by Kwan et al. (2010) in a Chinese setting was used to measure WFE. The scale was
divided into three dimensions: development, affect, and capital. A sample item is “My
involvement in my work helps me to understand different viewpoints and this helps me
be a better family member.” The reliability for this measure in this study was .96.

Control variables We controlled for job stress (four items; Netemeyer et al., 2005)
because many studies have indicated that job stress can significantly influence WFE
(e.g., Lapierre et al., 2018). In addition, because “general job stressors provide an
important baseline against which the unique effects of sexual harassment can be
evaluated” (Fitzgerald et al., 1997: 579), we included job stress as a control variable
when examining the effects of sexual harassment on the work–family interface. A
sample item is “My job tends to directly affect my health.”We also controlled for a set
of demographic variables (Lapierre et al., 2018). Specifically, gender (coded as 1 for
male and 2 for female) was controlled because research has suggested that men and
women have fundamentally different experiences of the work–family interface (Barnett
& Hyde, 2001). Age (years), education (coded as 1 for middle school or below, 2 for
high school, 3 for community college, 4 for undergraduate degree, and 5 for Master’s
degree or above), tenure (years), weekly work hours and position (coded as 1 for
frontline employee, 2 for frontline manager, 3 for middle-level manager, 4 for top
manager, and 5 for director) were controlled because the life stages and human
resources of the employees might have affected their WFE (Friedman & Greenhaus,
2000). Income after tax, coded from 1 for below RMB20,000 per year to 10 for above
RMB180,000 per year, was treated as a pragmatic resource that could have a substan-
tial influence on both the work and family domains (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). In
addition, we controlled for marital status (coded as 1 for married and 2 for not married),
living with spouse, living with parents, and living with children (each coded as 1 for
yes and 2 for no) to consider aspects of an individual’s family situation that might
influence the work–family interface (Friedman & Greenhaus, 2000).

Results

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among the variables,
as well as reliability estimates. Sexual harassment was negatively related to both OBSE
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(r = −.13, p < .05) and WFE (r = −.16, p < .01). OBSE was positively related to
WFE (r = .39, p < .01). These correlation results provide preliminary support for our
hypotheses.

Confirmatory factor analysis

We conducted confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) with Mplus 7.4 to estimate the
convergent validity of the measurement model and assess the distinctiveness of our
key variables (i.e., sexual harassment, polychronicity, OBSE, WFE, and job stress).
After considering the small sample size associated with our scale items (Landis et al.,
2000), we used the item parceling process suggested by Nasser and Wisenbaker (2003)
to reduce the number of estimated parameters. Specifically, based on exploratory factor
analysis, we created three indicators for each unidimensional construct (i.e.,
polychronicity, OBSE, and overall job stress) that involved more than three items
(Mathieu & Farr, 1991). We combined the items with the highest and lowest factor
loadings as the first indicator, the second highest and lowest as the next indicator, and
so on to create three empirically balanced parcels. In addition, we included the multi-
dimensional constructs (i.e., sexual harassment and WFE) in the CFA as second-order
factors. This item parceling method has frequently been applied to overcome the non-
convergence issue and enhance the reliability of the measurement model (e.g.,
Takeuchi et al., 2015). As shown in Table 2, the results indicated that the five-factor
model fitted the data well, χ2 = 319.75, df = 176, p < .001, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) = .05, comparative fit index (CFI) = .98, Tucker Lewis
index (TLI) = .97, supporting convergent validity. We then used a model comparison
to examine the distinctiveness of the five key variables. Specifically, we contrasted a
five-factor model with four four-factor models and one two-factor model. The results in
Table 2 show that the five-factor model was superior to all of the alternative models,
supporting the discriminant validity of the key measures.

To test for the problem of common method bias, we loaded all of the items of the
key constructs onto a higher-order latent factor that we named the self-rating factor. The
results presented in Table 2 show that the fit of the common method model (χ2 (189) =
3208.26, p < .01, RMSEA = .21, TLI = .53, and CFI = .48) was inferior to that of the
measurement model (Δχ2 (Δdf = 13) = 2988.61, p < .01). Thus, common method
variance was not a serious issue.

Hypothesis testing

To test our hypotheses, we conducted hierarchical multiple regression analyses. The
regression results are presented in Table 3. Hypothesis 1 proposes that sexual harass-
ment has a negative effect on WFE. Model 6 showed that sexual harassment was
significantly and negatively associated with WFE (B = −.15; s.e. = .07, p < .05),
supporting Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 2 proposes that OBSE mediates the relationship between sexual harass-
ment and WFE. Model 2 showed that sexual harassment was positively related to
OBSE (B = −.14; s.e. = .05, p < .01). Model 7 indicated a significantly positive
relationship between OBSE and WFE (B = .54; s.e. = .07, p < .01). When both sexual
harassment and OBSE were included in the model (Model 8), OBSE still significantly
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predicted WFE (B = .53; s.e. = .07, p < .01), whereas the effect of sexual harassment
on WFE became nonsignificant (B = −.07; s.e. = .06, NS). To further examine the
mediating effect of OBSE, we used the Monte Carlo method, generating unbiased
confidence intervals (CIs) of the indirect effect (20,000 resampling; Preacher et al.,
2010). The results presented in Table 4 indicate that the indirect effect of sexual
harassment on WFE via OBSE was significant (B = −.09; s.e. = .03; 95% CI [−.16,
−.04], excluding zero). Thus, Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Hypothesis 3 proposes that polychronicity moderates the relationship between
sexual harassment and OBSE. The results in Table 3 indicate that the interaction
between sexual harassment and polychronicity was significantly associated with OBSE
(Model 4; B = .15; s.e. = .05; p < .01). To better comprehend the moderating effect of
polychronicity, we conducted a simple slope analysis of its low and high levels (1 SD
lower than the mean and 1 SD higher than the mean, respectively). According to the
results shown in Fig. 2, sexual harassment was significantly and negatively related to
OBSE when polychronicity was low (B = −.33; s.e. = .08; p < .05), but it did not
predict OBSE when polychronicity was high (B = .00; s.e. = .07; NS), further
supporting Hypothesis 3.

Hypothesis 4 proposes a moderated mediation model. To test this hypothesis, we
generated unbiased CIs of the conditional indirect effect by conducting a bootstrapping-
based analytic process via Mplus 7.4 (Preacher et al., 2010). As shown in Table 4, the
indirect relationship from sexual harassment to WFE through OBSE was weaker when
polychronicity was high (+1 SD; B = −.00, s.e. = .04, 95% CI [−.06, .09], including
zero) than when polychronicity was low (−1 SD; B = −.17, s.e. = .05, 95% CI [−.29,
−.08], excluding zero). The difference between the two levels was significant (ΔB =
.17, s.e. = .07, 95% CI [.06, .33], excluding zero). Thus, Hypothesis 4 was supported.

Discussion

In this study, we examined the influence of perceived sexual harassment on employees’
WFE. Applying the W–HR model (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012), we found that
employees’ perceptions of sexual harassment negatively affected their WFE through
diminished OBSE. Employees’ polychronicity played a key role in attenuating this
indirect negative relationship.

Table 4 Result of conditional indirect effect of polychronicity

Sexual harassment (X) ➔ OBSE (M) ➔ WFE (Y)

Relationships B s.e. 95% bias-correct CI

Mean level −.09 .03 [−.16, −.04]
Conditional indirect effect:

Low level (−1 SD) −.17 .05 [−.29, −.08]
High level (+1 SD) −.00 .04 [−.06, .09]
Difference .17 .07 [.06, .33]

Notes: N = 362; Bootstrapping = 10,000
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Theoretical implications

Our findings contribute to the literature in three ways. First, they enhance understand-
ing of the process by which WFE is hindered by theoretically framing and empirically
verifying a conceptual model that integrates workplace interpersonal mistreatment (i.e.,
sexual harassment) with WFE. Studies have shown that access to work-specific
resources provides employees with personal resources that facilitate WFE (e.g., Siu
et al., 2010; Wayne et al., 2007) and that workplace sexual harassment increases
victims’ work–family conflict (WFC) (Xin et al., 2018), defined as inter-role conflict
between work and family roles (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). However, how and when
the WFE process is hindered by negative workplace constructs remain underexplored.
WFE has been recognized as distinct from WFC (e.g., Frone, 2003; Witt & Carlson,
2006); they are not “parallel concepts” (Gareis et al., 2009: 697). A low level of WFE
does not imply a high level of WFC. As indicated by Powell and Greenhaus (2006), the
opposite of enrichment is a lack of enrichment, not necessarily conflict. The findings of
the WFC literature do not necessarily help to explain what hinders WFE (e.g., Gareis
et al., 2009; McNall et al., 2010). Thus, it is important to investigate the process by
which WFE is hindered. Our results demonstrate for the first time that the perception of
sexual harassment at work can impede the effectiveness of employees’ WFE beyond
the generalized job stress that employees experience in the workplace (Schneider et al.,
1997). Moreover, our study responds to the call of Lapierre et al. (2018) to pay
attention to how harassment relates to WFE. We encourage future research to go
beyond the positive antecedents of WFE to investigate negative work factors that
may impede employees’ WFE.

Second, drawing on the W–HR model (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012), we
contribute to understanding of hindered WFE process by revealing that OBSE mediates
the relationship between perceived sexual harassment at work and WFE. To the best of
our knowledge, this study offers the first empirical examination of the loss spiral from
contextual work demands to WFE. Studies have shown that contextual demands (e.g.,
job stressors and family stressors) are likely to show stronger relationships with conflict
than contextual resources (e.g., social support and job autonomy) do (Michel et al.,

3.5

4

4.5

5

Low sexual harassment High sexual harassment

O
B

S
E

Low polychronicity

High polychronicity

(B = .00, n.s.)

(B = -.33, p < .05)

Fig. 2 The moderating effect of polychronicity on the relationship between sexual harassment and OBSE
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2011). For example, WFC processes have often been understood from the perspectives
of emotional work and role stressors (Michel et al., 2011; Wang & Shi, 2020). Studies
have found that WFC can be activated by family stressors (e.g., family ostracism and
incivility), mainly through the experience of emotional exhaustion (e.g., Sharma &
Mishra, 2021; Ye et al., 2021). Xin et al. (2018) found that the relationship between
workplace sexual harassment and victims’ WFC was explained by increased job
tension. However, as WFE and WFC involve distinct processes (e.g., Lapierre et al.,
2018; Powell & Greenhaus, 2006), our findings enhance understanding of the process
by which WFE is hindered by uncovering an unexplored mechanism underlying the
relationship between contextual demands (e.g., sexual harassment) and WFE. We
found that sexual harassment perceived by employees injured their OBSE, which in
turn weakened their WFE. In other words, OBSE could be a crucial psychological
resource that is key to the loss spiral (ten Brummelhuis & Bakker, 2012). The findings
of this study may lay a foundation for future research that further advances understand-
ing of the process by which WFE is hindered.

Finally, this study highlights the moderating effects of polychronicity and provides impor-
tant insights into how individual differencesmight influence the link between discrete forms of
workplace interpersonal mistreatment andWFE. Given that workplace interpersonal mistreat-
ment often becomes a chronic stressor and occupies targets’ time and attention (e.g., Fitzgerald
& Cortina, 2018; Rospenda et al., 2000), identifying the buffering role of polychronicity
provides important insights into how individual differences help to alleviate the disturbance
caused by workplace interpersonal mistreatment. While knowledge of polychronicity has
accumulated in the domains of multitasking and timemanagement (e.g., Fournier et al., 2013;
Hecht&Allen, 2005), it is not clearwhethermore polychronic employees canmore efficiently
cope with workplace interpersonal mistreatment. By introducing polychronicity to the mis-
treatment coping literature, we begin to fill this research gap. Specifically, we extend the
concept of polychronicity to examine the effects of workplace sexual harassment. Our results
demonstrate that polychronicity is a personal characteristic that helps to prevent sexual
harassment from undermining victims’ perceived self-worth at work. In addition, we answer
the call of ten Brummelhuis and Bakker (2012) to find stable moderators that affect the work–
non-work relationship.We suggest that polychronicity is an efficient coping characteristic that
keeps sexual harassment from interfering with employees’ WFE. Our findings strongly
support our hypotheses regarding how the functions of polychronicity mitigate the negative
effects of workplace sexual harassment on WFE through OBSE. We encourage empirical
studies to continue exploring themoderating effects that other individual differencesmay have
on the relationship between workplace mistreatment and WFE.

Limitations and future directions

This study has three limitations that should be noted. First, we relied on self-reporting to collect
our data, which might have increased the likelihood of common method variance (Doty &
Glick, 1998). However, we collected data at two time points to alleviate the influence of this
problem. In addition, the measured perceptions (i.e., perceived sexual harass-
ment, OBSE, and WFE) are relatively subjective and difficult for others to
assess (Zhang et al., 2012). From this perspective, the use of self-reporting
measures was acceptable. Nevertheless, a longitudinal design with multiple
sources (e.g., supervisor, spouse) could be used in the future to test our model.
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Second, the nature of our research design (i.e., a time-lagged survey) prevents us
fromdrawing conclusions about causality.Although our research designwas better suited than
a cross-sectional design to exploring causal relationships (Doty&Glick, 1998), causality could
not be confirmed. The W–HR model provides theoretical support for our hypothesis devel-
opment. However, it is possible that employees with lower OBSE are more likely to perceive
themselves as targets of sexual harassment. Future research should use an experimental design
to confirm the causality implied by our findings.

Finally, Fitzgerald et al. (1995) categorized three broad dimensions of sexual
harassment in their Sexual Experience Questionnaire: gender harassment, unwanted
sexual attention, and sexual coercion. However, in this study, we only measured gender
harassment and unwanted sexual attention. Because most of the victims reported a
relatively high frequency of gender-related harassment and unwanted sexual attention
(Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2018), it was appropriate to assess the participants’ experience of
sexual harassment using the former two situation-specific dimensions. Nevertheless,
the sexual coercion dimension, reflecting a low-frequency but high-intensity experience
(Sojo et al., 2016), should not be neglected. Future research could examine sexual
coercion in the context of the work–family interface and explore the effect of this
situation-specific type of sexual harassment on WFE.

Practical implications

Despite these limitations, our empirical findings have notable managerial implications, espe-
cially for organizations facing sexual harassment problems. First, we suggest preventive
solutions for workplace sexual harassment in Asian organizations (Fitzgerald & Cortina,
2018;Willness et al., 2007). Specifically, as Asian cultures place greater value on collectivism
thanWestern cultures do (Ling& Powell, 2001), the organizational climate or norms in Asian
organizations tend to have more regulative power over employees’workplace activities. As a
climate of sexual harassment in organizations (i.e., the shared perception that sexual
harassment is informally permitted or even supported in an organization; Raver & Gelfand,
2005) has been viewed as the strongest predictor of sexual harassment at work (Fitzgerald
et al., 1995; Welsh, 1999), we suggest that organizations should establish corporate codes of
ethics and sexual harassment policies to demonstrate their refusal to tolerate workplace sexual
harassment. Through sexual harassment policies, organizations can create shared perceptions
of clear punishments for perpetrators of sexual harassment and thus create an organizational
climate that helps to restrain further occurrences of sexual harassment (Willness et al., 2007). In
addition, organizations should create a system that enables employees to anonymously report
harassment. As Fitzgerald and Cortina (2018) noted, the most critical factor leading sexual
harassment victims and bystanders to suffer in silence is fear of retaliation. Research has
indicated that people in a culture with high power distance may be more likely to take self-
regulative approaches and choose an avoidance approach after being sexually harassed
(Cortina&Wasti, 2005). Thus, to prevent future instances of harassment, organizations should
make efforts to protect those who have witnessed or experienced sexual harassment.

Second, as our findings reveal that sexual harassment undermines employees’
OBSE, we suggest that corresponding remedial solutions could be adopted by organi-
zations to alleviate the damage caused by workplace sexual harassment. When work-
place sexual harassment has occurred, organizations should create a favorable work
environment to uphold employees’ perceived self-worth at work (Bowling et al., 2010).
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Specifically, focusing on manipulating the organization’s structure and relational
support would be helpful (Bowling et al., 2010; Pierce & Gardner, 2004). For example,
an organization could construct a high-involvement social structure to increase em-
ployees’ likelihood of experiencing success at work and thereby enhance their OBSE
(Pierce & Gardner, 2004). Relational support from supervisors and coworkers also
plays an important role in eliciting employees’ OBSE (Bowling et al., 2010). Organi-
zations could provide training that emphasizes the importance of relational support and
teaches employees how to be supportive at work.

Third, organizations could consider tackling the destructive effects of sexual harass-
ment by promoting polychronic values. Various methods could be used to encourage
employees to engage in multitasking. For example, research has indicated that a flat and
flexible organization structure that allows workers to expand their capabilities and to
develop multiple skills for multiple assignments may nurture employees’
polychronicity (Lindbeck & Snower, 2000). Another approach is intentionally provid-
ing opportunities for multitasking. Scholars have suggested that being guided or
required to work in a multitasking way leads to the development of polychronicity
(e.g., Conte et al., 1999; König & Waller, 2010). However, polychronicity has its own
flaws. Rather than report their encounters, polychronic employees may attempt to self-
regulate their experience of sexual harassment by switching their attention between
tasks (Poposki & Oswald, 2010). Sexual harassers may regard this as weakness and feel
encouraged to persistently harass their victims. Thus, polychronicity may delay the
resolution of sexual harassment and increase occurrences of sexual harassment at work
in the long term. When dealing with sexual harassment issues, organizations and
managers should focus on reducing sexual harassment pursuant to our recommended
preventive solutions (Fitzgerald & Cortina, 2018).

Conclusion

Based on the W–HR model, this study demonstrates that the negative relationship
between sexual harassment at work and WFE can be explained by employees’ dimin-
ished OBSE. The direct negative effect of sexual harassment on OBSE and its indirect
hindering effect on WFE through OBSE can be alleviated by polychronicity. Our
findings provide a springboard for future investigations of harassment constructs and
the underlying mechanisms that hinder WFE.
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