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In a society filled with conflicting responsibilities and
commitments, work/life balance has become a pre-

dominant issue in the workplace. Three major factors
contribute to the interest in, and the importance of,
serious consideration of work/life balance: 1) global
competition; 2) renewed interest in personal lives/
family values; and 3) an aging workforce. Research
suggests that forward-thinking human resource profes-
sionals seeking innovative ways to augment their 
organization’s competitive advantage in the market-
place may find that work/life balance challenges offer
a win-win solution.

The Genesis of Work/Life Balance

Work/Life Balance: n. A state of equilibrium in
which the demands of both a person’s job and 
personal life are equal.1

Phrases and words serve as cultural signposts to
explain where we are and where we are going. The
term “work/life balance” was coined in 1986, al-
though its usage in everyday language was sporadic
for a number of years. Interestingly, work/life pro-
grams existed as early as the 1930s. Before World
War II, the W.K. Kellogg Company created four six-hour
shifts to replace the traditional three daily eight-hour
shifts, and the new shifts resulted in increased
employee morale and efficiency.

Rosabeth Moss Kanter’s seminal book (1977),
Work and Family in the United States: A Critical Review
and Agenda for Research and Policy, brought the issue
of work/life balance to the forefront of research and
organizations.2 In the 1980s and 1990s, companies

began to offer work/life programs. While the first wave
of these programs were primarily to support women
with children, today’s work/life programs are less 
gender-specific and recognize other commitments as
well as those of the family.

Work/life balance initiatives are not only a U.S. 
phenomenon. Employees in global communities also
want flexibility and control over their work and per-
sonal lives. However, for the purpose of this article,
the research and surveys presented focus on
work/life balance in the United States.

Defining Work/Life Balance

Life is a balancing act, and in American society, it is
safe to say that almost everyone is seeking work/life
balance. But what exactly is work/life balance? We
have all heard the term, and many of us complain that
we don’t have enough of it in our lives. Among men
and women alike, the frustrating search for work/life
balance is a frequent topic of conversation, usually
translated into not enough time and/or support to do,
to handle, to manage … our work commitments or 
personal responsibilities.

“Juggling competing demands is tiring if not stress-
ful and brings lower productivity, sickness, and
absenteeism, so work/life balance is an issue for
all employees and all organizations.”3

Work/Life Balance: Challenges and Solutions

1 Work-life balance.  (2002). The Word Spy. Retrieved January 30, 2003,
from http://www.wordspy.com/words/work-lifebalance.asp

2 Kanter, R. M.  (1977). Work and family in the United States: A critical
review and agenda for research and policy. New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.
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In organizations and on the home front, the challenge of work/life balance is rising to the top of many employ-
ers’ and employees’ consciousness. In today’s fast-paced society, human resource professionals seek options
to positively impact the bottom line of their companies, improve employee morale, retain employees with valu-
able company knowledge, and keep pace with workplace trends. This article provides human resource profes-
sionals with an historical perspective, data and possible solutions—for organizations and employees alike—to
work/life balance. Three factors—global competition, personal lives/family values, and an aging workforce—
present challenges that exacerbate work/life balance. This article offers the perspective that human resource
professionals can assist their companies to capitalize on these factors by using work/life initiatives to gain a
competitive advantage in the marketplace.
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The meaning of work/life balance has chameleon
characteristics. It means different things to different
groups, and the meaning often depends on the con-
text of the conversation and the speaker’s viewpoint.
The following are working definitions of terms used
regarding work/life balance; some definitions overlap
and some are continuing to evolve. 

� Work/family: a term more frequently used in the
past than today. The current trend is to use titles
that include the phrase work/life, giving a broader
work/life connotation or labeling referring to spe-
cific areas of support (e.g., quality of life, flexible
work options, life balance, etc.)  

� Work/family conflict: the push and pull between
work and family responsibilities.

� Work/life balance from the employee viewpoint:
the dilemma of managing work obligations and
personal/family responsibilities.

� Work/life balance from the employer viewpoint:
the challenge of creating a supportive company
culture where employees can focus on their jobs
while at work.

� Family-friendly benefits: benefits that offer employ-
ees the latitude to address their personal and
family commitments, while at the same time not
compromising their work responsibilities.

� Work/life programs: programs (often financial or
time-related) established by an employer that offer
employees options to address work and personal
responsibilities.

� Work/life initiatives: policies and procedures
established by an organization with the goal to
enable employees to get their jobs done and at
the same time provide flexibility to handle person-
al/family concerns.

� Work/family culture: the extent to which an organi-
zation’s culture acknowledges and respects the
family responsibilities and obligations of its
employees and encourages management and
employees to work together to meet their person-
al and work needs.

Personal Lives and Family Values 
to the Forefront

The American work ethic remains intact, yet in recent
years personal and family lives have become critical
values that Americans are less willing to put on hold,
put aside, or ignore, for the sake of work. Over time,
the American workforce has begun to change course
from being willing to spend every hour working to
learning to manage the complexities of modern living.
In addition, the impact of the terrorist attacks of
September 11 has led many people to re-evaluate
their lives and consider the meaning of work.

Consequently, Americans are looking for options
that allow for both a personal and family life, and
many seek ways to have it all. As a result, the U.S.
management philosophy that expects employees to
put work first, ahead of personal lives and family
commitments, is becoming less accepted. 

� In a 2001 survey conducted by the Radcliff Public
Policy Center, 82% of men and 85% of women
ages 20 to 39 placed family time at the top of
their work/life priorities.

� In a 2001 study by Rutgers University and the
University of Connecticut, 90% of working adults
said they are concerned they do not spend
enough time with their families.

The Changing Face of Family

With the growing diversity of family structures repre-
sented in the workforce in the new millennium, it is
important that human resource professionals better
understand the interface of work and family relation-
ships and the resulting impact in the workplace. 

Research by Parasuraman and Greenhaus (2002)
documented that segments of the workforce may be
subject to unique work/family pressures, yet often
have few sources of support.4 The under-representa-
tion of these groups of individuals with potentially dif-
ficult types of work/family pressures represents a
major gap in work/family research and employers’
understanding of their needs. Typically, studies have
focused on employed men and women who are mar-
ried or living with a partner or those with children.
Omitted from research are single-earner mothers and
fathers, single and childless employees with exten-
sive responsibility for eldercare, blended families with
children from both partners’ prior marriages, families
with shared custody of children, and grandparents
raising their grandchildren. 

3 Swift, L. (2002). Work-life balance important in relief world, too.
Reuters AlertNet. Retrieved January 30, 2003, from http://www
.alertnet.org/thefacts/reliefsources

4 Parasuraman, S., & Greenhaus, J. H. (2002). Toward reducing some
critical gaps in work-family research. Human Resource Management
Review, 12, 3, 299-312.

http://www.alertnet.org/thefacts/reliefsources
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� From both the employer and employee viewpoint,
the changing nature of what constitutes family is
one of the complications of today’s society. 

� As human resource professionals design policies
and programs to address employee retention, job
satisfaction, employee morale, and productivity,
this research warrants serious consideration. 

A Pivotal Study

In their highly acclaimed book, Work and Family—Allies
or Enemies, Friedman and Greenhaus (2000), two
leaders in work/life balance, bring forth new evidence
to help us understand choices we make as employers
and individuals regarding work and family.5 This pio-
neering study of more than 800 business profession-
als considered values, work, and family lives and
found that “work and family, the dominant life roles for
most employed women and men in contemporary
society, can either help or hurt each other.”6

To handle work/life balance, Friedman and
Greenhaus emphasize that working adults learn to
build networks of support at home, at work, and in the
community. Conflict between work and family has real
consequences and significantly affects quality of fam-
ily life and career attainment of both men and women.
The consequences for women may include serious
constraints on career choices, limited opportunity for
career advancement and success in their work role,
and the need to choose between two apparent oppo-
sites—an active and satisfying career or marriage and
children. Many men have to trade off personal and
career values while they search for ways to make dual-
career families work, often requiring them to embrace
family roles that are far different, and more egalitar-
ian, than those they learned as children.

This research reveals a compensatory effect
between two forms of psychological interference:
work-to-family and family-to-work. Specifically, support
from two domains (partner and employer) has a signif-
icant impact on one another. The impact of partner
support is greater when business professionals feel
their employers are unsupportive of their lives beyond
work. Conversely, for employees with relatively unsup-
portive partners, the employer family-friendliness
reduces role conflicts more than partners. Thus, one
source of support compensates for the lack of the
other. 

Looking at behavioral interference of work on family,
the picture changes. In this case, the whole is greater
than the sum of its parts: the combined impact of
employer and partner support leads to a greater

reduction in conflict than does independent employer
or partner support. 

Stress and the Consequences 
for Employer and Employee

We live in stressful times, and each of us deals with
stress every day. In the past three years, an increas-
ing number of employees surveyed indicate they are
struggling with work/life balance. 

� A work/life balance survey conducted in 2002 by
TrueCareers states that 70% of more than 1,500
respondents said they don’t have a healthy bal-
ance between their personal and work lives. 

� “Holding a Job, Having a Life: Strategies for
Change” 2001 study by the Work Institute of
America points out that employee-driven solutions
help reduce overtime, stress, and workloads, and
increase flexibility and family and leisure time. 

Scientists agree that in moderate amounts stress can
be benign, even beneficial, and most people are
equipped to deal with it. However, increasing levels of
stress can rapidly lead to low employee morale, poor
productivity, and decreasing job satisfaction. Some of
the specific symptoms that relate directly to productiv-
ity in the work environment are abuse of sick time,
cheating, chronic absenteeism, distrust, embezzle-
ment, organizational sabotage, tardiness, task avoid-
ance, and violence in the workplace. Other serious
repercussions are depression, alcohol and drug
abuse, marital and financial problems, compulsive
eating disorders, and employee burnout. Dr. Bruce S.
McEwen, director of the neuroendocrinology laboratory
at Rockefeller University, has been studying stress for
more than three decades. As he notes, “blaring car
alarms, controlling bosses, two-career marriages, six-
mile traffic jams, and rude salesclerks were simply
not part of the plan.”7

Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs), offered by
many employers, are an excellent resource for employ-
ees under stress. EAPs provide a myriad of services,
from drug and alcohol abuse counseling to addressing
family and marriage problems, financial and legal diffi-
culties, and stress-related problems. In addition, in
line with the times and the increasing stress levels in
our society, a new profession has emerged: work/life

5 Friedman, S. D., & Greenhaus, J. H. (2000). Work and family—Allies 
or enemies? What happens when business professionals confront life
choices. New York: Oxford University Press.

6 Ibid. 

7 The heavy cost of chronic stress. (2002). New York Times. Retrieved
December 17, 2002, from http://www.nytimes.com/2002/12/17
/health/psychology/17STRE.html

http://www.nytimes.com/2002/12/17

/health/psychology/17STRE.html
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professionals. The concept of work/life professionals
originally developed as an extension of wellness pro-
grams (established as early as 1933) and EAPs 
(created in the 1940s). The Alliance for Work/Life
Progress (http://www.awlp.org), the national associa-
tion for work/life professionals, leads and promotes
work/life initiatives in business, academia, and the
public sector to support a healthier work/life balance
between work, personal, and family life.

Work/life programs represent a largely untapped
workplace solution that have the potential to signifi-
cantly address stressful work environments. 

The Employer’s Perspective: 
Return on Investment (ROI)

An employer’s commitment to work/life initiatives is
influenced by the perception of whether or not such
initiatives have a positive return on investment. In
recent years, employers increasingly realize that the
quality of an employee’s personal and family life
impacts work quality and that there are concrete busi-
ness reasons to promote work and family integration.

Diversity and Work/Life Balance
While some companies may view diversity and
work/life balance as separate functions, the business
case for managing diversity is, in large part, the same
for work/life balance. Both diversity and work/life 
initiatives promote employee commitment, improve
productivity, lower turnover, result in fewer employee
relations challenges, and decrease the likelihood of
unethical business practices.

Diversity and work/life initiatives can be found at
the core of the new social contract being negotiated
between employers and employees. “The basic out-
line of the social contract, as it has emerged during
the past several years, calls for workers to commit
their best contributions and greatest energies to the
job in return for interesting work, respectful treatment,
developmental opportunities, and an environment that
responds to individual needs. Where those provisions
conflict (e.g., the degree of commitment and energy
expected by employers versus the flexibility required
by employees), the expertise of both diversity manage-
ment and work/life professionals will be critical to find
win-win solutions.”8

Is Your Organization Culture-Ready for 
Work/Life Initiatives?

“A common thread that links the reasons work/life
benefits go unused is organizational culture.”9

Before establishing work/life initiatives, it is important
to know if the organization’s culture is open and ready
to support work/life programs. The path to determin-
ing culture readiness may be as formal as using an
employee survey assessment or as simple as a
thoughtful judgment made by the organization. The 
following provides food for thought regarding whether
an organization is ready to begin work/life initiatives.

As with most change initiatives, work/life programs
require support from senior management. In addition,
for the work environment to be ready for work/life ben-
efits, it is helpful to have a “corporate culture that
encourages employees to look at business in an
entirely different way and supports and accepts
employees as individuals with priorities beyond the
workplace.”10

“Life cycles are another consideration. People 
need different things at different times of their lives,”
explains Sandra Burud, Ph.D., principal of Bright
Horizons Family Solutions, discussing the business
strategy of work/life initiatives. “In the factory days,
everything was standardized and synchronized …
that’s when the original benefits package was
designed. It doesn’t fit anymore,” states Burud.
“Furthermore,” she continues, “employers are realizing
that work should be intrinsically interesting and satisfy-
ing to employees, and these are the folks who produce
the best work. The manager’s job is to get out of the
way. The move from extrinsic rewards to intrinsic
rewards has an impact on work/life initiatives.”11

One of the challenges of work/life initiatives—from
both the employer and the employee viewpoint—is
equitability, which has been cited as a major concern

8 Fineman, M. (1999). Why diversity professionals should care about
work/life balance. Mosaics, 5, 6, 6-7.

9 Reynolds, H. B. (1999). Work/life initiatives require cultural readiness.
Employee Benefit Plan Review, 54, 6, 25-26.

10 Ibid.

11 Parus, B. (2000). Measuring the ROI of work/life programs.
Workspan, 43, 9, 50-54.

Sources: EAPs and/or Eldercare

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services/Employee
Assistance Programs: http://www.health.org/../workplace
/fedagencies/employee_assistance_programs.aspx

Society for Human Resource Management:
http://www.shrm.org/surveys

Employee Assistance Professionals Association:
http://www.eapassn.org

The Online EAP Directory: http://www.eap-sap.com/eap/

Elder Focus: http://www.edlerfocus.com

Labor Project for Working Families:
http://violet.berkeley.edu/~iir/workfam/home.html

http://www.health.org/workplace/fedagencies/employee_assistance_programs.aspx
/surveys
http://www.eapassn.org
http://www.eap-sap.com/eap/
http://www.edlerfocus.com
http://violet.berkeley.edu/~iir/workfam/home.html
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regarding work/life initiatives.12 When organizations
are establishing work/life programs, it is important to
consider the purpose of the programs and whom they
serve. For example, do the work/life programs serve
all employees or are they aimed toward employees
who are parents or who are dealing with their elderly
parents?  

Another aspect of judging organizational readiness
for work/life programs is the employees’ view of per-
ceived support of the organization. The 1999 study 
by Thompson, Beauvais, and Lyness at the City
University of New York and University of Rhode Island
considered the links between an organization’s
work/family culture, the extent to which employees
used work/life benefits, the extent of work/family con-
flict, and the employees’ intention to stay with their
company.13 To determine the culture readiness of an
organization for work/life initiatives, the researchers
developed a series of questions to measure support-
ive work/life culture, addressing perceived managerial
support, negative career consequences for devoting
time to family concerns, and organizational time
demands and expectations that interfere with family
responsibilities. The study revealed that more
work/family benefits translated to greater commit-
ment, less work/family conflict, and less intention to
leave. Interestingly, the study results confirmed anec-
dotal evidence that a supportive work/family culture 
is closely related to work attitudes and perceived
managerial support linked with less intention to leave
the organization.

Communication is Key
Communication about work/life programs is essential.
Although an organization may offer a rich menu of
work/life benefits, the desired effect—yielding posi-
tive business results—is unlikely to occur if employ-
ees do not know about the programs or understand
them. Human resource professionals should consider
four critical questions: 1) does the company culture
truly support work/life benefits; 2) does the manage-
ment philosophy, starting with senior management,
sincerely endorse work/life benefits; 3) do managers
and supervisors understand the impact work/life bal-
ance has on their workforce; and 4) are employees
aware of and do they understand the company’s
work/life programs?

If a company already offers work/life benefits, the
next step may be to repackage and recommunicate
them so employees see how these benefits offer
ways to manage work/family conflict. In addition,
developing a human resources strategy that is clearly
integrated with the company’s mission will demon-

strate how committed the organization is to employee
needs. The following are suggestions to promote
work/life programs:

� Review the human resources strategy to see if it
supports the company’s mission.

� Through questionnaires or focus groups, find out
what employees feel about work/life balance.

� Align work/life initiatives with HR strategy (e.g.,
employer of choice).

� Create a work/life award program using noncash
incentives aligned with business objectives.

Can Work/Life Initiatives be Measured?

Work/life initiatives create positive employer branding,
promote being an employer of choice, foster organiza-
tional citizenship, and support diversity initiatives.
Building a strategic business case for work/life initia-
tives requires hard data documenting positive results
on the balance sheet. Toward this end, there have
been a number of studies dedicated to the financial
impact of work/life programs in the last decade. 

One such study (1997) was conducted by WFD (for-
merly Work/Family Directions) with research focused
on work/life programs with a number of clients (e.g.,
DuPont, Johnson & Johnson, Hoechst Celanese, IBM,
and others). At DuPont, for example, “employees who
used the company’s work/life programs were 45%
more likely to agree strongly that they will ‘go the extra
mile’ and are least likely to feel overwhelmed or
burned out.”14 Data from Hoechst Celanese docu-
mented that “some 60% of those surveyed reported
the ability to balance work with personal and family
responsibilities was of great importance in their deci-
sion to remain with the company.”15

There are several key factors to be considered in
measuring ROI of work/life programs: the audience,
the culture, designing the data collection process,
integrating findings and making projections, and iden-
tifying the company’s primary goals. For many organi-
zations, however, quantifying the data presents the
greatest challenge. The best place to start is to con-
sider five key areas: 1) employee time saved; 2)
employee retention; 3) increased motivation and 

12 Ibid.

13 Thompson, C. A., Beauvais, L. L., & Lyness, K. S. (1999). When
work-family benefits are not enough: The influence of work-family culture
on benefit utilization, organizational attachment, and work-family conflict.
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 54, 392-415.

14 Landauer, J. (1997, July). Bottom-line benefits of work/life programs.
HR FOCUS, 74, 7, 3-4.

15 Ibid.
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productivity; 4) absenteeism; and 5) decreased health
care costs and stress-related illnesses.

Employee Time Saved
One of the most direct and measurable financial bene-
fits of work/life initiatives is the amount of time saved
by employees by using assistance, such as an EAP,
to address and solve personal problems. WFD con-
ducted research with clients across industries with
300 employees and documented that an average of
17 hours per year were saved when employees used a
consulting service that provided counseling, referrals,
and research in areas such as parenting, education,
childcare, adoption, and eldercare. According to this
research, a minimum of 80% of this saved time would
have involved employees working on their personal
problems during the day, since most assistance organi-
zations are only open during regular business hours. 

Employee Retention
The cost of employee turnover and accompanying loss
of valuable company knowledge can be significant.
Work/life programs offer a solution to retention woes.
A prime example is IBM’s 1992 workforce survey that
documented “the highest performers are the most
likely to consider their ability to balance work and per-
sonal responsibilities in a decision to stay with the
company. Employees overall rated work-balance
issues as sixth of 16 factors that keep them with the
company.”16

Increased Motivation and Productivity
Research indicates that company commitment to
work/life initiatives is closely aligned with employee
motivation and productivity. A study focusing on work,
well-being and stress illustrates this link, finding that
“45% of men and 50% of women would turn down a
promotion if the new position would leave them with
less time for their personal or family life.”17 

Absenteeism
Research has documented that work/life programs
can reduce absenteeism. Johnson & Johnson “found
that there was a 50% decline in absenteeism among
employees who used flexible work options and family
leave policies.”18

Decreased Health Care Costs and Stress-Related
Illnesses
With increasing company focus on the high cost of
health care, work/life programs are becoming an intel-
ligent choice to help lower the number of health care
claims. According to the American Institute on Stress,
1 million workers are absent due to stress-related
complaints, and American firms lose more than 5 
million workdays annually due to illness, more than
half stress-related. A 1992 study by Northwestern
National Life Insurance Co. found that “72% of all
workers surveyed experienced three or more stress-
related illnesses ‘somewhat or very often.’”19

The entire story regarding work/life programs,
however, cannot be told strictly by quantitative meas-
urements. To present a solid argument for work/life
policies and programs, the positive yet hard-to-
measure factors of work/life initiatives—corporate
reputation, public relations, improved community 
relations, increased employee loyalty, and enhanced
recruitment—should also be considered. 

Family-Friendly Benefits

“Family-friendly firms have a significant impact on
the lives and careers of business professionals
who work in them.”20  

A review of more than 30 surveys regarding work/life
balance published from 1997 to 2003 reveals that
the number of employers who offer family-friendly 
benefits has dramatically increased. According to 
the SHRM® 2003 Benefits Survey by the Society 
for Human Resource Management (www.shrm.org
/surveys—available late June 2003), the percentage
of employers offering family-friendly benefits continues
to increase.21 The survey documents that the top five
family-friendly benefits offered are:

� Dependent care flexible spending accounts (71%
of respondents).

� Flextime (55% of respondents).

� Family leave above required leave of the federal
Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) (39% of
respondents).

� Telecommuting on a part-time basis (34% of
respondents).

� Compressed workweeks (31% of respondents).

In 2002, the Work/Life Today Survey conducted by the
Alliance for Work/Life Progress revealed that an 

16 Ibid.

17 Gottlieg, B. H., Kelloway, E. K., & Barham, E.  (1998). Flexible work
arrangements: Managing the work-family boundary. New York: John Wiley
& Sons.

18 Landauer, J. (1997, July). Bottom-line benefits of work/life programs.
HR FOCUS, 74, 7, 3-4.

19 Ibid.

20 Friedman, S. D., & Greenhaus, J. H. (2000). Work and family—Allies
or enemies? What happens when business professionals confront life
choices. New York: Oxford University Press.

21 Society for Human Resource Management. (2003). SHRM® 2003
benefits survey. Alexandria, VA. 

/surveys


8 Work/Life Balance: Challenges and Solutions

❶�❸❹
2003 SHRM®Research Quarterly

average of 56% of employees used work/life benefits
when offered. This survey indicated that the top two
benefits provided were EAPs and flexible schedules.22

It should be noted, however, that each survey is 
organized differently, whether it be family-friendly or
work/life. For example, the SHRM® 2003 Benefits
Survey covers EAPs under the health section.

With the ever-increasing number of surveys and
studies available that focus on family-friendly benefits,
human resource professionals who are considering
offering work/life programs, or expanding current
work/life initiatives, have substantial and convincing
data to support their positions.  

Work/Life Balance Trends 

The challenge of work/life balance in our society is
unlikely to disappear. Identified and discussed as fol-
lows are four work/life balance trends. Awareness of
these trends will place the human resource profes-
sional in a position to better educate management
and work closely with employees.

New Research
The topic of work/life balance is getting a great deal
of attention in the academic and corporate worlds,
and new research is continually being conducted. The
following is an example of new research in the grow-
ing field of work/life balance.

A 2003 study reveals that employees are often 
preoccupied with work when not working, and when in
the company of family and loved ones, experience an
inability to be meaningfully engaged in nonwork
spheres.23 As researcher Ezzedeen explains, “modern
work has become knowledge based, fluid, and intellec-
tual; overworked people think about work all of the
time. For many people, work has become cognitively
intrusive.”  

To understand work/life balance, Professor Swiercz
and Doctoral Candidate Ezzedeen of The George
Washington University developed and tested a cogni-
tive approach, the “Cognitive Intrusion of Work.” In
simple terms, this means that work/life balance is
not just about finding “physical time” to do all that
needs to be done. Instead, and more importantly, it is
about the “cognitive space” necessary to process,
organize, and respond to the thinking demands of life
within a complex society. 

Ezzedeen and Swiercz found that the cognitive intru-
sion of work results in lower job satisfaction, less hap-
piness, a greater incidence of work/life conflict, and
more frequent burnout. Furthermore, their findings
challenge long-held assumptions about the role of per-
sonality, gender, family status and age with regard to

work/life balance. They found that the experience of
intrusion transcends demographics and personality
and is rooted instead in the design of the job and the
organizational culture of the employer. Commenting on
the potential impact of this research on organization
policies and practices, Professor Swiercz states, “this
research not only gives employers a new benchmark-
ing tool, it also provides a new theoretical basis for
understanding this important social issue from a
research perspective.”

Eldercare
One of the most significant trends in work/life 
balance is the increasing focus on eldercare.
Researchers point out that work/life professionals
anticipate eldercare will become a major issue in the
coming years. According to census data, 13% of
Americans are age 65 or older, and by 2030, 20% of
Americans (about 70 million) will be over age 65. The
population age 85 and older is the fastest-growing
segment of the older population, growing by 274%
over the past 25 years.24 In addition, the Labor Project
for Working Families states that 40% of people caring
for elders also have childcare responsibilities.25 These
trends have led to the baby boomer generation being
known as the “sandwich generation.” 

A growing number of companies offer work/life pro-
grams addressing eldercare. According to the SHRM®
2003 Benefits Survey, while not as mainstream as
childcare programs, some organizations offer various
forms of eldercare. Eldercare programs include elder-
care referral service (20% of respondents), emergency
eldercare (3% of respondents), subsidy of eldercare
cost (2% of respondents), and paid eldercare (1% of
respondents). The 2001 study by Hewitt Associates
points out that some employers offer dependent care
programs that include help with childcare expenses
and assistance with eldercare. 

Employee Assistance Programs can play an impor-
tant role in an organization’s eldercare program. Some
of the lesser-known benefits of an EAP are referrals to
community programs and contacts regarding eldercare
issues. Human resource professionals could signifi-
cantly increase EAP usage by learning more about 
EAP eldercare support and communicating this to

22 In perspective: Use of work/life benefits on the rise. (2002). IOMA’s
Report on Managing Benefits Plans, 02, 8, 7-9.

23 Ezzedeen, S. R., & Swiercz, P. M. (2002). Rethinking work-life balance:
Development and validation of the cognitive intrusion of work scale
(CIWS)—A dissertation research proposal. Proceedings of the 2002
Eastern Academy of Management Meeting.

24 Society for Human Resource Management. (2002). Work-life balance.
Workplace Visions, 4, 1-8.

25 Labor Project for Working Families. (2002). Retrieved March 18,
2003, from http://ist-socrates.berkeley.edu/~iir/workfam/home.html
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employees. Through these actions, HR professionals
can emphasize the importance of EAPs to manage-
ment and at the same time leverage EAP benefits to
employees.

Work/Life Balance in the Relief World
In the “relief world,” comprised of organizations with
employees and volunteers that provide service and
care to communities in need locally and worldwide,
the demands of an aging population in the coming
decade are increasing the current strong competition
for qualified individuals upon which relief organiza-
tions depend. “Not only will there be fewer young,
keen and free-to-travel individuals who will want to be
convinced that agencies are caring, ‘best-practice’
employers, but more skills and experience will be pos-
sessed by older staff likely to have families and other
commitments and thus different priorities for their
work/life balance.”26 Therefore, organizations that pro-
vide relief services may experience increasing diffi-
culty staffing and retaining employees due to the pull
of family commitments at home.

Furthermore, the challenges of work/life balance
will no doubt impact recruitment, retention and willing-
ness to serve in hardship locations. In view of these
factors, voluntary organizations and aid agencies
whose missions and services are critical in many
parts of the world may well have an even greater need
for work/life programs to attract and retain staff. 

Total Life Planning
Total life planning is a new and innovative approach to
work/life benefits and helps employees examine
important aspects of their professional and personal
lives and understand how they relate. Their goal is “to
encourage employees to look at their lives as a whole

and assess relationships, emotional and physical well-
being, careers, spirituality, and their personal financial
situation. From these programs, employees can as-
sess their available choices to improve balance in
their lives and develop an individualized life plan …
the most successful programs set a goal-oriented
environment with a meaningful and transformational
component for each individual.”27

The concept of total life planning represents a para-
digm shift in our society. One of the major benefits is
renewed employee energy, enthusiasm for work, and
increased productivity. Total life planning programs
may be offered in conjunction with benefits such as
health, life, and disability insurance, or on a stand-
alone basis. However, not all organizations may wish
to consider total life planning, as it brings topics into
the workplace that have traditionally been considered
private. 

Conclusion

Work/life programs have the potential to significantly
improve employee morale, reduce absenteeism, and
retain organizational knowledge, particularly during dif-
ficult economic times. In today’s global marketplace,
as companies aim to reduce costs, it falls to the
human resource professional to understand the criti-
cal issues of work/life balance and champion
work/life programs. Be it employees whose family
members and/or friends are called to serve their
country, single mothers who are trying to raise their
children and make a living, Generation X and Y
employees who value their personal time, couples
struggling to manage dual-career marriages, or compa-
nies losing critical knowledge when employees leave
for other opportunities, work/life programs offer a 
win-win situation for employers and employees. �

26 Swift, L. (2002). Work-life balance important in relief world, too.
Reuters AlertNet. Retrieved January 30, 2003, from http://www
.alertnet/org/thefacts/reliefsources

27 Traynor, J. B. (1999). A new frontier in work-life benefits. Employee
Benefits Journal, 24, 4, 29-32.

References
The Alliance for Work-Life Progress, http://www.awlp.org

Bureau of National Affairs. (1987). Stress in the workplace:
Costs, liability, and prevention. Rockville, MD: BNA Books.

DeCarlo, D. T., & Gruenfeld, D. H. (1989). Stress in the
American workplace: Alternatives for the working wounded.
Fort Washington, PA: LRP Publications.

Elder Focus, http://www.elderfocus.com

Employee Assistance Directory (the “online” directory).
Retrieved March 12, 2003, from http://www
.eap-sap.com/eap/

Employee Assistance Professional Association, Inc.
Retrieved March 12, 2003, from http://www.eapassn.org

http://www.alertnet/org/thefacts/reliefsources
http://www.awlp.org
http://www.elderfocus.com
http://www.eap-sap.com/eap/
http://www.eapassn.org


10 Work/Life Balance: Challenges and Solutions

Ezzedeen, S. R., & Swiercz, P. M. (2002). Rethinking work-
life balance: Development and validation of the cognitive
intrusion of work scale (CIWS)—A dissertation research pro-
posal. Proceedings of the 2002 Eastern Academy of
Management Meeting.

Fineman, M. (1999). Why diversity professionals should
care about work/life balance. Mosaics, 5, 6, 6-7.

Fingerman, J. (2003). Tip of the Month for February 2003.
Work & Family Connection. Retrieved February 4, 2003,
from tips@golist.net

French, J. R. P., Caplan, R. D., & Van Harrison, R. (1982).
The mechanisms of job stress and strain. New York: Wiley.

Friedman, S. D., & Greenhaus, J. H. (2000). Work and fami-
ly—Allies or enemies? What happens when business profes-
sionals confront life choices. New York: Oxford University
Press.

Gottlieg, B. H., Kelloway, E. K., & Barham, E. (1998).
Flexible work arrangements: Managing the work-family
boundary. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

In perspective: Use of work/life benefits on the rise.
(2002). IOMA’s Report on Managing Benefits Plans, 02, 8,
7-9.

Kanter, R. M. (1977). Work and family in the United States:
A critical review and agenda for research and policy. New
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Labor project for working families. (2002). Retrieved March
18, 2003, from http://ist-socrates.berkeley.edu/~iir
/workfam/home.html

Lambert, S. J. (2000). Added benefits: The link between
work-life benefits and organizational citizenship. Academy of
Management Journal, 43, 5, 801-815.

Landauer, J. (1997, July). Bottom-line benefits of work/life
programs. HR FOCUS, 74, 7, 3-4.

Lee, M. (1997). Fighting back against stress in the work-
place. Minneapolis, MN: Chiron International Publishing.  

Mack, D. R. (2002). Balancing work and family. Retrieved
November 5, 2002, from http://www.shrm.org
/consultants/links/balancing.htm

Maslach, C., & Leiter, M. P. (1997). The truth about burnout:
How organizations cause personal stress and what to do
about it. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, Inc.  

McCartney, C. (2002). Work/life balance: The role of the
manager. Training, 35.

Montague, J. (2001). Redesigned work improves business,
life balance. Control Engineering, 48, 3, 14-15.

The Online EAP Directory, http://www.eap-sap.com/eap/

Parasuraman, S., & Greenhaus, J. H. (2002). Toward reduc-
ing some critical gaps in work-family research.  Human
Resource Management Review, 12, 3, 299-312.

Parus, B. (2000). Measuring the ROI of work/life programs.
Workspan, 43, 9, 50-54.

Parus, B. (2002). Recognition: A strategic tool for retaining
talent. Workspan, 45, 11, 14-17.

Raphael, T. (2001). The drive to downshifting. Workforce,
80, 10, 23.

Reynolds, H. B. (1999). It’s not enough to offer work/life
programs—you need to promote them. Benefits Quarterly,
15, 2, 13-17.

Reynolds, H. B. (1999). Work/life initiatives require cultural
readiness. Employee Benefit Plan Review, 54, 6, 25-26.

Seitel, S. (2002). Work and family update: A collection of
essays about work and family. Work & Family Connection.
Retrieved January 29, 2003, from http://www.workfamily
.com/open/updatecollection.asp

Shea, T. F.  (2003).  Work-life professionals face rising ten-
sions in a nervous economy. HR News. Retrieved March 10,
2003, from http://www.shrm.org/hrnews_published
/articles/CMS_003785.asp

Siegwarth Meyer, C., Mukerjee, S., & Sestero, A. (2001).
Work-family benefits: Which ones maximize profits? Journal
of Managerial Issues, 13, 1, 28-44.

Society for Human Resource Management. (2003). SHRM®
2003 benefits survey. Alexandria, VA.

Society for Human Resource Management. (2002). Work-life
balance. Workplace Visions, 4, 1-8.

Society for Human Resource Management, http://www
.shrm.org/surveys

Stum, D. T. (1999). Workforce commitment: Strategies for
the new work order. Strategy and Leadership, 27, 1, 4-7.

Swift, L. (2002). Work-life balance important in relief world,
too. Reuters AlertNet. Retrieved January 30, 2003, from
http://www.alertnet.org/thefacts/reliefsources

The heavy cost of chronic stress. (2002). New York Times.
Retrieved December 17, 2002, from http://www.nytimes
.com/2002/12/17/health/psychology/17STRE.html

The Wellness Foundation. Retrieved March 19, 2003, from
http://www.thewellnesfoundation.org

Thompson, C. A., Beauvais, L. L., & Lyness, K. S. (1999).
When work-family benefits are not enough: The influence of
work-family culture on benefits utilization, organizational
attachment, and work-family conflict. Journal of Vocational
Behavior, 54, 392-415.

Tomlins, J. (1999). Finding a work/life balance. SEEK Jobs
Database and Employment Advice. Retrieved January 30,
2003, from http://www.seek.com.au/editorial/0-2-13
_worklife.htm

Traynor, J. B. (1999). A new frontier in work-life benefits.
Employee Benefits Journal, 24, 4, 29-32.

Truth and myths of work/life balance. (2002). Workforce.
Retrieved January 30, 2003, from http://www.workforce
.com/section/02/feature/23/36/99/index.html

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and
SAMHSA’s National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and 
Drug Information. Retrieved March 12, 2003, from 
http://www.healthorg/../workplace/fedagencies/employee
_assistance_programs.aspx

Vincola, A. (2001). Helping employees balance work/life
issues. Workspan, 44, 6, 26-33.

William M. Mercer, Incorporated. (2000). Work/life initiatives
2000. New York, NY.

Withers, P. (2001). Retention strategies that respond to
worker values. Workforce, 80, 7, 36-41.

Work-life balance. (2002). The Word Spy. Retrieved January
30, 2003, from http://www.wordspy.com/words
/work-lifebalance.asp

Work-life benefits on the rise. (2001). Nonprofit World, 19,
6, 7.

2003 SHRM®Research Quarterly
❶�❸❹

References continued

mailto:tips@golist.net
http://ist-socrates.berkeley.edu/~iir/workfam/home.html
/consultants/links/balancing.htm
http://www.eap-sap.com/eap/
http://www.workfamily.com/open/updatecollection.asp
http://www.shrm.org/hrnews_published/articles/CMS_003785.asp
/surveys
http://www.alertnet.org/thefacts/reliefsources
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/12/17/health/psychology/17STRE.html
http://www.thewellnesfoundation.org
http://www.seek.com.au/editorial/0-2-13_worklife.htm
http://www.workforce.com/section/02/feature/23/36/99/index.html
http://www.healthorg/workplace/fedagencies/employee_assistance_programs.aspx
http://www.wordspy.com/words/work-lifebalance.asp


ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Nancy R. Lockwood is an HR Content Expert for the Society for Human Resource
Management. Her responsibilities include identifying topics and focus in need of addi-
tional human resource management research and creating HR products of strategic
and practical value for HR target audiences. Ms. Lockwood can be reached by e-mail
at nlockwood@shrm.org.

ABOUT THE SHRM® RESEARCH DEPARTMENT
The SHRM Research Department researches and synthesizes the thoughts, prac-
tices and voices of today’s HR professional, business and academic leaders on
various HR topics and focus areas, and creates products of strategic and practi-
cal value for HR target audiences. The Research Department includes the Survey
Program, the Workplace Trends and Forecasting Program, and the Diversity
Program. These programs provide SHRM members with a wide variety of informa-
tion and research pertaining to HR strategy and practices to both serve the HR
professional and advance the HR profession. 

ABOUT SHRM®
The Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM) is the world’s largest
association devoted to human resource management. Representing more than
170,000 individual members, the Society’s mission is both to serve human
resource management professionals and to advance the profession. Founded in
1948, SHRM currently has more than 500 affiliated chapters within the United
States and members in more than 120 countries. Visit SHRM Online 
at www.shrm.org.

This report is published by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM).
The interpretations, conclusions, and recommendations in this report are those 
of the author and do not necessarily represent those of SHRM. All content is for
informational purposes only and is not to be construed as a guaranteed outcome.
The Society for Human Resource Management cannot accept responsibility for any
errors or omissions or any liability resulting from the use or misuse of any such
information.

© 2003 Society for Human Resource Management. All rights reserved. Printed in
the United States of America.

This publication may not be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmit-
ted in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, pho-
tocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the
Society for Human Resource Management, 1800 Duke Street, Alexandria, VA
22314, USA.

For more information, please contact:

SHRM Research Department
1800 Duke Street, Alexandria, VA 22314, USA
Phone: +1.703.548.3440  Fax: +1.703.535.6473
www.shrm.org/research

ResearchSHRM

/research



