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Well known in the literature as work life balance, the quality relationship between paid work and unpaid responsibilities is
critical for success in today's competitive business world. The issue of work-life balance has been developed in response to
demographic, economic and cultural changes. The purpose of this paper is to establish whether work-life balance initiatives

ABSTRACT

and practices can be considered as strategic human resource management decisions that can translate into improved
individual and organizational performance. The results of a number of studies reviewed in this paper show the outcomes
and the benefits of implementing work-life balance practices not only for employees themselves, but also for their families,
organizations and society. Despite the fact that work- life conflict has significant business costs associated with lack of
engagement, absenteeism, turnover rates, low productivity and creativity or poor retention levels, there are some factors

of organizational work-life culture that may compromise availability and use of these practices What are the challenges for
research and practice in the future? In the end of the article we propose several suggestions (guidelines) in order to improve
our understanding, choice, implementation and effectiveness of work-life practices
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Introduction

Work-life balance practices are deliberate organizational
changes in programs or organizational culture that are de-
signed to reduce work-life conflict and enable employees to
be more effective at work and in other roles. The transition
from viewing work-life balance practices solely as a means of
accommodating individual employees with care giving respon-
sibilities to recognizing their contribution to organizational
performance and employee engagement is an important para-
digm shift that is still very much ‘in process.’

In order to encourage the improvement of implementing such
practices this article addresses the following questions: What
does work -life practices mean? Why do organizations apply
work-life practices?, What is the effectiveness of these prac-
tices?, Why do not work-life practices really work?, What are
the challenges for research and for the practice in the future?

Literature Review

Practices that are meant help employees better manage
their work and non-work times are called in the literature as
work-family policies, family-friendly or family-responsive poli-
cies In recent years, the term “work-life balance” has replaced
what used to be known as “work-family balance” (Hudson
Resourcing, 2005). This semantic shift arises from a recogni-
tion that childcare is by no means the only important non-
work responsibility and the issue can be applies to any non
-paid activities or commitments and to a diverse range of em-
ployees such women, man, parents and non-parents, singles
and couples. Other life activities that need to be balanced
with employment may include study, travel, sport, voluntary
work, personal development, leisure or eldercare.

From the very beginning it is important to understand that
work-life balance does not mean to devote an equal amounts
of time to paid work and non-paid roles; in its broadest sense,
is defined as a satisfactory level of involvement or ‘fit'" be-
tween the multiple roles in a person’s life. Although defini-
tions and explanations may vary, work-life balance is generally
associated with equilibrium between the mamount of time
and effort somebody devotes to work and personal activi-
ties, in order to maintain an overall sense of harmony in life.
(Clarke, et al 2004, 121) To understand work-life balance, it is
important to be aware of the different demands upon us and
our personal resources- our time and our energy- that we can
deploy to address them. With this awareness, we are able to

review and value the choices we have in terms of how we al-
locate our precious resources. Such conscious decision-making
provides a sense of control over our working arrangements in
order to better accommodate other aspects of our lives, while
still benefiting the organizations.

Flexi time allows employees, to determine (or be involved
in determining) the start and end times of their working day,
provided a certain number of hours is worked. This can allow
them to meet family or personal commitments/emergencies
(enable employees to respond to both predictable and un-
predictable circumstances), during the day or to reduce their
commuting time by starting and ending work before or after
the rush hour.

Telecommuting: It is becoming more and more common for
people to do at least some of their regular work from home
instead of going into the office. This type of arrangement is
often called ‘telework’ or ‘telecommuting’ and can be advan-
tageous for employees by allowing them: to organize their
work day around their personal and family needs; to decrease
work-related expenses; to reduce commuting time; and to
work in a less stressful and disruptive environment.

Compressed Work Weeks: A compressed work week is an
arrangement whereby employees work longer shifts in ex-
change for a reduction in the number of working days in their
work cycle (e.g. on a weekly or biweekly basis). This can be
beneficial for employees in terms of additional days off work
(e.g. longer weekends allowing “mini vacations”) and reduced
commuting time, whereas employers can extend their daily
operating hours, with less need to resort to overtime. Com-
pressed work week arrangements may be particularly useful
for employees who wish to reduce the number of days per
week spent at work, but who can not financially afford to
decrease their working hours. Compressed work weeks are
often initiated by the employee, but sometimes the employ-
er may initiate the option to improve operational efficiency,
to maximize production (reduced daily start up costs) or to
establish longer business hours which can enhance customer
service. Common arrangements for a forty hours work week
are working ten hours per day, four days a week; working an
extra hour a day with one day off every two weeks; or work-
ing an extra half hour a day and having one day every three
or four weeks off.
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Part-Time Work: Part- time arrangements can also allow peo-
ple with health problems, disabilities or limited disposable time
(e.g. students) to participate in the labour force, develop their
skills and obtain work experience. Finally, they can facilitate
re -entry into the workforce for those who have had career
breaks — particularly mothers (or fathers) who have stayed at
home to raise their children — or provide a gradual exit for
employees nearing retirement. From the employer's point of
view, the use of part-time workers, where feasible, can help
maximize the use of human resources and increase operation-
al flexibility, by providing additional coverage during peak pe-
riods. Part-time employment can also be considered unsatis-
factory for those employees who would prefer working longer
hours to increase their income, thereby ensuring a higher
standard of living for their families. The European Working
Conditions Survey found that 85% of those working less than
30 hours per week were satisfied with their work-life balance.
Furthermore, part-time workers and those working less than
35 hours a week reported the lowest levels of both physical
and psychological health problems. Part-time work is one
strategy frequently used by workers who wish to better bal-
ance their work and family life. Part-time work should be pro-
moted in more, higher-level occupations, for instance, Daimler
Chrysler in Germany promotes part-time work in leading posi-
tions in the company. (Clarke, et al, 2004)

Job sharing is an arrangement which allows two (or some-
times more) employees to jointly fill one fulltime job, with
responsibilities and working time shared or divided between
them. Job sharing may be appropriate where opportunities for
part-time jobs or other arrangements are limited. Apart from
the obvious advantage of allowing employees more time for
other commitments, including family responsibilities, job shar-
ing also facilitates the development of partnerships, where job
sharers can learn from each other while providing mutual sup-
port. It can benefit employers as well by improving staff re-
tention, increasing productivity and combining a wider range
of skills and experience in a single job. In some cases, such an
arrangement can also provide additional coverage during busy
periods, while ensuring continuity of coverage when one part-
ner is on sick leave or holidays. For business with substantial
numbers of administrative, maintenance or customer-facing
employees, offering flexible working conditions can be prob-
lematic. Where the hours of work are customer-driven, organ-
izations face limitations on flexibility for employees, but this is
when family-friendly programs such as child care would be of
most benefit. A positive example of childcare support is Star
City Casino in Sydney that provides a 24-hour childcare facil-
ity. Management believes this has helped both staff and the
organization, as evidenced by the lowest staff turnover rate of
any casino in Australia. (Australia Government Website, 2005).

Work-Life Policies as Strategic Human Resource Manage-
ment Decisions

There are some motives for applying work-life practices by or-
ganizations: to increase participation of female personnel and
make use of their capacities, to keep employee motivated and
well performing, to make the organization more attractive to
employees, to have a better corporate social responsibility.

During the last decades there have been dramatic changes
in the field of Human Resource Management. The focus has
been broadened from the micro level to more macro- or stra-
tegic perspective, known as strategic human resource man-
agement. The question is now, which of these approaches are
relevant to the study of the effectiveness of work- life policies.
The first problem that we encounter when answering this
question is how to operationalize effectiveness. Does it refer
to the smooth functioning of family life, or to positive organ-
izational behaviour e.g., job performance, or is it merely the
answers on questions about the experienced conflict between
work and private life? Actually, none of the known work-life
policies has been consistently found as beneficial for job per-
formance. Specifically, organizations with a greater range of
work-family policies (including leave policies, traditional de-
pendent care and less traditional dependent care) had higher

organizational performance, market performance and prof-
it-sales growth. Work-life policies have not been studied yet
from a contingency perspective while this can be promising in
terms of effectiveness.

Organizational outcomes and employees’ benefits of
work-life balance policies

The effects of introducing work- life balance practices on em-
ployee attitudes and perceptions include job satisfaction, or-
ganizational commitment, job stress and turnover intention.
All of these factors, in turn, affect job performance, direct and
indirect absenteeism costs, costs associated with the loss and
replacement of valued employees, customer satisfaction, and
organizational productivity; Although the formal evaluation of
work -life practices is often difficult because of the problem of
calculating the costs and benefits of different strategies, some
companies have attempted to quantify the outcomes of spe-
cific policies.

The relationship between productivity and work-life bal-
ance.

Can Work-Life Initiatives be measured? Even if, it is difficult
enough measuring the return on investment in work-life prac-
tices there are several key factors to be considered in measur-
ing return on investment and that can positively impact the
bottom line. Identifying and assessing the impact of work-
life balance practices on absenteeism, turnover/ replacement,
healthcare costs and stress-related illness and employee time
saved will be the topic for a further research.

Barriers in achieving work-life balance

Implementing of work-life practices for organizational effec-
tiveness may be compromised by lack of use these practices.
Research conducted amongst organizations in the UK sug-
gests that employees often remain unaware of their work-
life entitlements following the implementation of work-life
balance practices (Kodz et al, 1998). For example, in a survey
of 945 employees in six different organizations across three
sectors of employment (local government, supermarkets, and
retail banking), found that 50% of employees were unaware
of the family-friendly practices offered by their organizations.
(Yeandle et al 2002).

Managerial support is consistently emphasized in discussions
and studies as a factor influencing work-life balance. Manag-
ers play an important role in the success of work/life programs
because they are in a position to encourage or discourage em-
ployees’ efforts to balance their work and family lives. Where
supervisors enthusiastically support the integration of paid
work and other responsibilities, employees will be more likely
to take up available work-life programs. On the other hand,
it has been suggested that even in ‘family-friendly’ organiza-
tions, managers may send negative signals indicating that the
use of flexible benefits is a problem for them, their colleagues
and the organization as a whole (Hudson Resourcing, 2005)

Career consequences: The second factor associated with a
barrier to the successful implementation of work-life practices
is the perception of negative career consequences. In a study
of 463 professional and technical employees in biopharma-
ceutical firms, ( Eaton 2003, 145) found that the provision
of work-life practices improved employees’ organizational
commitment, but only to the extent that employees felt free
to use the practices without negative consequences to their
work lives—such as damaged career prospects. Similarly, (Cun-
ningham, 2001), cites an American Bar Association report
that although 95% of American law firms have a part-time
employment policy, only 3% of lawyers have used it due to
fear of career derailment. The perception that using work -life
balance practices will have a negative impact on their career
prospects appears to be a powerful demotivator for employ-
ees' use of these practices (Kodz, Harper, Dench, 2002).

Organizational time expectation: Another factor that in-
fluence the uptake and overall supportiveness of work-life
policies is organizational time expectations-the number of
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hours employees are expected to work; how they use their
time (e.g., whether employees are expected to take work
home); In several studies, however, long working hours have
been identified as a signal of commitment, productivity and
motivation for advancement. One study, based on interviews
with engineers in a Fortune 100 company in the US, conclud-
ed: “If one is to succeed, one has to be at work, one has to
be there for long hours, and one has to continuously commit
to work as a top priority. To be perceived as making a signif-
icant contribution, productivity alone is not enough. One has
to maintain a continual presence at work.” This is particular-
ly the case in organizations with “presenters” cultures where
those who succeed are the ones who come in early and stay
late as a matter of course. Known as “face time"” being visibly
at workplace, often for long hours—is seen as a sign of com-
mitment, of loyalty, of competence and high potential ( Beau-
regard and Lesley 2008, 9 -12), but also is seen as a major
barrier to achieving work/life balance. Employees who do not
give the maximum amount of time possible to the organiza-
tion are often defined as less productive and less committed,
and are therefore less valued than employees working longer
hours; We consider that the shift to evaluating performance
on the basis of outputs rather than time spent physically at
the workplace is, however, an essential part of developing a
culture that supports work-life balance. It is very difficult to
implement flexible work arrangements in organizations where
the focus is on hours rather than output, and presence rath-
er than performance. This means that organizations that want
to increase work-life balance need to introduce new perfor-
mance measures that focus on objectives, results and output.
To do this, they need to reward output not hours and what is
done, not where it is done. They also need to publicly reward
people who have successfully combined work and non- work
domains and not promote those who work long hours and
expect others to do the same.

Genders perceptions: Perceptions that work-life policy is de-
veloped only for women are the fourth factor related to their
use. A review of men’s use of family-friendly employment pro-
visions argues that barriers to men’s use arise from three ma-
jor sources. First the culture of many workplaces casts doubt
on the legitimacy of men’s claims to family responsibilities.
Second, the business environment, imposing competitive pres-
sures to maintain market share and increase earnings. Third,
the domestic organization in employees’ own homes often
precludes men from taking up available work/life options.
Some work-life provisions, such as paternity leave, are intend-
ed specifically for men and aim to foster a greater sharing of
responsibilities between men and women. Thus, encouraging
more men to use opportunities for flexible work is important
but clearly this requires a supportive work environment as well
as changes in attitudes and expectations in the wider commu-
nity.

Co-worker support: An increasing amount shows that
workers who make use of work-life practices suffer negative
perceptions from colleagues and superiors. An experiment
(Beauregard, Lesley, 2008) found that employees who used
work-life balance practices were perceived by co-workers as
having lower levels of organizational commitment, which
was thought to affect the subsequent allocation of organiza-
tional rewards such as advancement opportunities and salary
increases. Some staff that use flexible arrangements have re-
portedly experienced ‘family-friendly backlash’ or resentment
from co-workers

In other organizations, employees without dependent care re-
sponsibilities (in this paper, defined as time spent performing
childcare, eldercare or care for a disabled dependent) inter-
pret “family friendly” as favouritism and complain that they
are being “unfairly” or inequitably treated. We consider that
such employees feel that their colleagues with childcare or el-
dercare responsibilities are “getting away with less work” and
that the needs of childless employees are being ignored, but
this kind of attitude should be changed. This backlash against
“family friendly” makes it harder for organizations who wish

to address the issue.

Conclusions

Changing demographics are behind the move to embrace
work-life programs. The decline of the traditional family, an
increase in dual-career couples, and a rise in the number of
single parents mean that employees are juggling more respon-
sibilities outside work. In conclusion we want to enhance that
everyone benefits from good practice in work-life balance. For
instance: business, through easier recruitment, improved re-
tention, and easier service delivery; the economy, as the labor
market grows more skilled and experienced people are availa-
ble to work; parents and careers, who can spend quality time
at home as well as providing financial support through work;
people with disabilities, through improved access to work; and
the workforce generally where they are better able to balance
their work with other aspects of their lives. The more control
employees feel they have over their lives, the more able they
are to balance work and family An overall conclusion of much
of the research is that work-life balance practice are most ef-
fective when they enhance employees’ autonomy and increase
their capacity to perform well in work and in family situation
This article argues that building an organizational culture
which supports work-life balance is a long term process for
large organizations. It involves changing the way people think
and talk about their work and about work-life balance so that
using flexible working options and other work- life initiatives
becomes accepted and normal for everyone regardless of their
gender, seniority within the organizational or personal com-
mitments.
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