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Abstract: 
Purpose - This paper examines the influence of demographic and organisational factors on the ability of employees to balance work and personal life responsibilities. Specifically, the paper addresses if gender, caring responsibilities and part time work impacts levels of perceived work/life balance of office based employees.    
Design/methodology/approach – Mixed method quantitative and qualitative approached was employed to investigate the research objectives. Survey data was collected from 710 employees in six divisions of a large Australian organisation followed by a series of semi-structured focus group interviews.   
Findings – Contrary to previous research the results indicate that male employees had greater difficulties balancing work and non work responsibilities than their female counterparts. However, the results indicate that the presence of children living at home (childcare responsibilities) contributed to lower levels of work/life balance for both male and female employees. Part time work generally had a positive impact on employees.   

Research limitations/implications – As with all cross-sectional research causality cannot be confirmed however, the research makes a significant contribution to the work/life literature, as it is likely that work and personal life balance is imperative for both male and female employees. Consequently, the findings suggest that organisational leaders should be compelled to include male employees in all flexible work initiatives designed to enhance work/life balance for employees.   
Originality/value – The findings of the paper are unique in that they are contrary to previous research that has found that female employees place greater importance on work/life balance initiatives than male employees.       
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1.  Introduction 

Australia, like many other countries, has experienced many changes to the labour market which has seen an increase in the number people trying to combine work and family life.  For example, in Australia there are an increasing incidence of dual career couples, dual income families, and single parent families with either child or elder care responsibilities (Pocock 2003). Moreover, dual income families and working individuals with children or elder dependents for which they need to care seems to be increasing (Baker, Avery & Crawford 2007). Furthermore, Australia has a greater number of employees that telecommute (work from home), or bring work home, thus blurring the boundaries between work and non-work (Rasmussen & Corbett 2008, Pocock 2004). Together these factors have resulted in employees spending more time attempting to balance multiple responsibilities, and ultimately, increasing the concern for the boundary between work and family/personal life. Consequently, more employees are demanding employee-friendly flexibility to help balance their work and non-work lives.  

This paper attempts to provide a better understanding of the results from previous flexible work investigations by addressing how demographic and job related characteristics impact employee work/life balance. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to gain a better understanding of how gender, caring responsibilities and part time work influence the work/life balance of office based employees in an Australian work setting. This is appropriate given that the majority of empirical investigations exploring work/life balance stem from Europe and North America (For example, Hill, et al., 1998; Grzywacz & Marks, 2000; Saltzstein, et al., 2001; Eaton 2003; Lewison, 2006), and Australia is generally consider to be under represented in the work/life literature.      

2.  Theory and hypotheses

Work/life balance and demographic/job characteristics  
There has been a wealth of previous studies attempting to provide a conceptual definition of the construct of work/life balance (Saltzstein, Ting & Saltzstein 2001; Felstead, Jewson, Phizacklea & Walters 2002). For instance, Felstead, et al. (2002) define work/life balance as “…the relationship between institutional and cultural times and spaces of work and non work in societies where income is predominantly generated and distributed through labour markets.” (p.57). In another study conducted by Greenhaus and Beutal (1985), it was reported that work and non-work integration is seen by many employees as an occupational stressor that includes elements of time, behaviour (e.g., goal accomplishment), and strain. Similar to the work/life balance definition provided by Greenhaus and Beutal (1985), Fisher-McAuley, Stanton, Jolton and Gavin (2003) define work/life balance as an occupational stressor based on lost resources of time and energy, lack of goal accomplishment, and strain between work and personal role demands. These researchers concluded that work/life balance can mean different things to different employees, and conceptualisation of the construct requires consideration of both interference and enhancement of the work and non-work domains.                      

Fisher-McAuley et al. (2003) provide a measure of work/life balance designed to assess both the positive enhancement and the negative interference between work and non-work. In their study, with managers and administrators from leisure centres, these social scientists operationalised work/life balance to include both negative (e.g., conflict, interference) as well as positive (enhancement, positive spillover) effects of work on personal life and personal life on work. Similarly, in previous research (Grzywacz & Marks 2000) conceptualised work and non work to be an integration of positive and negative ‘spillover’ between the two distinct domains. This notion is consistent with the spillover model developed by Staines (1980), where the author purports that what happens at work can ‘spillover’ and impact personal or family life, or alternatively personal life can spillover and influence the work domain. Specifically, the research by Fisher-McAuley et al. (2003) identified three dimensions of work/life balance: Work interference with personal life (WIPL), personal life interference with work (PLIW), and work/personal life enhancement (WPLE). Empirical investigations (Fisher 2001, Fisher-McAuley, et al. 2003; Hayman 2005) that have employed the work/life balance instrument found the three dimensions were indicators of a single latent construct and provided support for measuring both positive as well as negative aspects of the work and personal life interface. Consequently, these three dimensions of the work/life balance construct were employed in this study. 

Previous research exploring the causes and consequences of work/life balance has found that the occupational stressor is related to a number of employee factors. For instance, Eaton (2003) reported that effective work and personal life integration is related to a host of demographic and occupational factors. A salient feature of the work/life literature (Adams, King & King 1996; Fisher-McAuley, et al. 2003) presents a convincing connection between work/life balance and different employee job characteristics. For example, the ability to balance work, family and personal life is generally considered harder for female employees than their male counterparts (Fisher-McAuley, et al. 2003). Moreover, Adams and Jex (1999) identified that balancing work and family commitments was a stressor for administrative employees that was linked to job dissatisfaction if the employee had childcare responsibilities. The next section will address four demographic and job related factors that have been reported to influence the work/life balance perceptions of employees, starting with gender.  
Gender 

In terms of gender, previous research (Voydanoff 1998, Bailyn 1993, Eaton 2003) has shown women can experience greater difficulty integrating work and non work life than their male counterparts. Indeed, women, irrespective of their work responsibilities tend to take on greater household tasks as well as child care responsibilities (Eaton 1999, Duxbury & Higgins 2001, Pocock 2003, Baird 2006). This can result in women being exposed to different stressors than men, and helps explain why women can experience higher work/life interference and conflict balancing work and personal life (Voydanoff 1998). Furthermore, women are inclined to be more aware, and value the organisations work/life balance efforts than there male counterparts and generally use the flexible work programmes provided by organisations more frequently than men (Haar & Spell 2003). Overall, women generally place greater importance on organisational work/life policies and programmes than men. All of these factors combine to make the perceived integration of work, personal, and family life more difficult for female employees (Eaton & Bailyn 2000). As a result, the following hypothesis is advanced.   

Hypothesis 1:
 Female employees will display significantly lower levels of work/life balance compared to male employees. 

Child and Eldercare Responsibilities   

The non work demands of childcare and/or eldercare are responsibilities that can impact the attempt to achieve work/life balance. Indeed, Duxbury and Higgins (2001) suggest that because of greater responsibilities for childcare, women (mothers) can often experience higher levels of work/life conflict than men (fathers). Generally, the younger the children, the greater the amount of care required, and hence, the greater the work and personal life interference experienced (Greenhaus & Beutal 1985). The situation seems to be worst for employees, both male and female, who are faced with the dual responsibilities for young children and sick parents. While it is not always the age of the elder dependants that has a direct affect on work/life balance, instead the actual time taking care of a dependant, that seems to be more important (Duxbury & Higgins 2001). As with gender, employees with greater dependant care responsibilities seem to be more aware of the organisations flexible work policies, and generally place more importance on them than those without dependant responsibilities. Consequently, there is an expectation childcare and eldercare responsibilities will result in lower work/life experiences for employees. As a result, two fundamental relationships between childcare, eldercare and work/life balance are hypothesised.       

Hypothesis 2:
Employees with childcare responsibilities will display significantly lower levels of work/life balance compared to employees without children.       

Hypothesis 3:
 Employees with eldercare responsibilities will display significantly lower levels of work/life balance compared to employees without eldercare duties.      

Part Time Employment  

More employees are being employed on a part time or on a short term contract basis than arguably ever before. The 1995 Australian Workplace Industrial Survey (Moorehead, et al. 1997) provides a comprehensive and statistically reliable database on industrial relations in Australia. The results of the survey indicate that between 1990 and 1995 there were significant changes in the structure of employment, with most new jobs being part time rather than full time. Other significant shifts include lager percentages of women and minorities in the workforce, an increase in single parent and dual career households, and changing work and leisure time preferences (Pierce, et al. 1989, Wilcott 1991, Hochschild 1997, Pocock 2001). The reasons cited for the popularity of non traditional work times and part time work includes: an attempt to attract skilled workers, particularly women, into the labour force in times of perceived skilled labour shortage; a need to overcome commuting and parking problems; and changes to industrial relations legislation in many western economies (Steins & Pleck 1986, Pierce, et al. 1989, Rodgers 1992). These social and economic conditions have encouraged organisations to experiment with part time employment contracts which have the potential to impact employee work/life balance perceptions.   

Part time employment opportunities generally have a positive impact on work/life balance by reducing work and personal life conflict of employees (Adams, King & King 1996). Part time work theoretically offers employees the opportunity to pursue career interests while still spending time with family or pursuing personal goals. It has been suggested, therefore, that part time work situations provide employees the best of both worlds (Duxbury & Higgins 2001). However, the downside to part time work is that in some administrative situations it can be characterised by low paying, routine jobs, with limited career prospects (Olmstead & Smith 1994). The trend of part time work being characterised by low paying jobs with few career opportunities is changing as more white collar professional employees take up part time employment (Eaton 1999). Therefore, part time employment may have an impact on the ability of employees to balance work and personal life. From this theoretical underpinning the hypothesis 6d is generated.    

Hypothesis 4:
Part time work will be associated with significantly higher levels of work/life balance compared to full time employees.   

Method

Sample and Procedures 
Data was collected from administrative employees in a large university in Western Australia. Questionnaires were administered to employees in six divisions of the university over a two week period to reduce the possibility of common method variance. In total, 710 self report questionnaires were returned, indicating a response rate of almost 60 percent. The response rate is agreeably better than response rates from surveys using samples of Australian data (e.g., Pearson & Duffy, 1998), arguably because of the support received from senior management at the university and because university executives are conscious of exposing staff to extensive in-house surveys, resulting in a more than acceptable response rate. Furthermore, a series of five focus group interviews were employed to elucidate the quantitative results and to clarify the questionnaire findings. The practice of combining quantitative and qualitative research methods is becoming widespread in social science research (Todd, Nerlich, McKeown & Clarke 2004) and was appropriate to meet the objectives of the study.  

 
A multi method quantitative and qualitative approach based on a pluralist framework was employed in this study. At least five reasons are provided for using a pluralist or mixed method approach. Firstly, a number of prominent social scientists claim mixing quantitative and qualitative methods can lead to greater validity and understanding of the study results (Cavana, Delahaye & Sekaran 2001, Teagarden, et al. 1995, Wilk 2001). Secondly, using a pluralist or mixed method approach encourages the researcher to consider difficult issues to do with both the depth and breadth of the study, at all the stages of the research process (Todd, et al. 2004). A third reason, frequently mentioned in the literature, for mixing research methods, is triangulation (Denzin 1989). Triangulation in research takes advantage of using two research methods to get a more accurate picture of what is occurring in the study site. The overall approach of using two distinct data collection methods is generally considered to provide greater validity of the findings, despite some criticism (Bryman 1988). Fourthly, Scandura and Williams (2000) suggest mixed method field research is strong in realism, which can be very important in studying dynamic, real life situations. Finally, prominent work/life researchers (Hill, et al. 1998, Pocock 2003) have suggested the use of both quantitative and qualitative methods to address the complex interrelationship between work and home.    

A prominent characteristic of the sample was the majority of respondents were female (64 per cent of respondents), reflecting the nature of the administrative staff employed within the university (Healthy Life Style Office, 2002). Another feature of the sample was that all age groups were represented and university degrees were held by 53 per cent of respondents. Flexiplace or telecommuting arrangements were used for 1.5 days per week on average by staff and the average length of participation in the relevant work schedule was 5.20 years. A final feature of the sample was that just over 58 percent of respondents had children living at home, and nearly 12 per cent of survey staff had eldercare responsibilities. Overall, the characteristics of the sample generally represented the demographics of the university’s office base employees. 
Measures
Demographics and job characteristics 

There are a number of demographic and work related variables that have been found to influence the relationship between work and non-work. Specifically, previous work/life literature (Tausig & Fenwick, 1993; Baltes, et al., 1999; Voydanoff, 1998; Eaton, 2003, Haar & Spell, 2003) proposes numerous variables that may impact employee work/life balance. These variables include childcare, eldercare, gender, and part time work. This study controlled for childcare (coded 1 = one or more dependents, 0 = no dependents), eldercare (coded 1 = one or more dependents, 0 = no dependents), gender (coded 1 = female, 0 = male), and part time work (coded 1 = full time, 0 = part time). 
Work/life balance 

The construct of employee work/life balance was measured with a 15 item scale adapted from an instrument reported by Fisher-McAuley, Stanton, Jolton and Gavin (2003). The original scale consisted of 19 items designed to assess three dimensions of work/life balance: work interference with personal life (WIPL), personal life interference with work (PLIW), work/personal life enhancement (WPLE). Respondents were asked to indicate the frequency with which they have felt in a particular way during the past three months using a seven point time related scale (e.g., 1=Not at all, 4=Sometimes, and 7=All the time). The factor analysis of the items confirmed the three dimensions of the work/life balance scale. The WIPL sub scale consisted of seven items that reported factor loadings ranging from .88 to .67 (eigenvalues = 5.16, accounting for 34.4 % of the variance). PLIW included four items reporting factor loadings ranging from .89 to 8.2 (eigenvalues = 3.24, accounting for 21.6 % of the variance). The WPLE sub scale contained four items and reported factor loadings of between .81 and .58 (eigenvalues = 2.26, accounting for 15.0 % of the variance). The final Cronbach alpha values for the three factors were .92 for WIPL, .91 for PLIW, and .79 for WPLE. The WPLE sub scale is worded positively and higher means indicate higher levels of perceived work/life balance. The WIPL and PLIW sub scales, which are worded negatively so higher arithmetic means are purported to indicate lower levels of work/life balance.  

Data analysis
In order to test the demographic and job characteristic hypotheses (Hypotheses 1, 2 & 3) independent samples t-tests were employed. Independent t-tests were used to detect the differences in means between the demographic and job related variables, and employee levels of work/life balance. To enable the independent samples t-tests to be completed data were collapsed to form dichotomous variables for each demographic and job related area examined (i.e., Male/Female, Childcare Responsibilities/No Childcare Responsibilities, Eldercare Responsibilities/No Eldercare Responsibilities, and Part time Work/Non Part time Work). Partitioning of the employee sample in relation to these classifications is shown in Table 1 along with the results of the independent t-tests for the demographic variables and work/life balance.  

Results

The results of Table 1 indicate that the constraints of childcare responsibilities and part time work were significant moderators of work/life balance. Indeed, the presence of children living at home (childcare responsibilities) indicated significantly higher mean scores for WIPL and PLIW, and a significantly lower mean score for WPLE, at the p < .001 level (Note: as the WIPL and PLIW constructs measure interference from work and personal life, higher mean scores indicate lower levels of work/life balance). Part time employment was shown to result in significantly higher levels of work/life balance. However, although one dimension of work/life balance (PLIW) reported significantly different mean scores when tested by gender, non significant differences were found between gender for the constructs of WIPL and WPLE. Furthermore, non significantly different mean score results were produced when eldercare responsibilities were tested across the three work/life balance dimensions. Consequently, the results presented in Table 1 provide support for Hypotheses 2 and 4. However, Hypotheses 1 and 3 were unsupported.     

Table 1: Means for Work/Life Balance Dimensions by

Gender, Childcare, Eldercare and Part Time Work

	Variable
	Gender
	Childcare
	Eldercare
	Part-time

	                      n             
	Male    Female

 255        455
	Yes      No

413      297
	Yes       No

184       526
	Yes        No

 218      492

	WIPL
	3.47       3.26

(.079)
	3.63     2.98

(.000*)
	3.39      3.31

(.288)
	 3.13     3.58

(.000*)

	PLIW
	2.56       2.02

(.000*)
	2.51      1.98

(.000*)
	2.17      2.30

(.093)
	2.05      2.41

(.000*)

	WPLE
	4.13       4.04

(.346)
	3.80      4.38

(.000*)
	4.02      4.10

(.268)
	4.39      3.88

(.000*)


  Notes: a. n = Number of respondents.


      
  b. Values in parentheses are the F value of the means comparison tests.

c. For WIPL and PLIW, lower mean scores indicate higher levels of work/life  

            balance. 


        
  d. * p < .001 level.   

Discussion
Four distinctive hypotheses relating to gender, childcare, eldercare and part time employment were proposed in this study. Two of these hypotheses were supported and two hypotheses were unsubstantiated. For instance, the mediating relationship between gender and eldercare with work/life balance were unsupported. However, childcare was shown in the statistical results of the quantitative data to mediate the positive work/life balance experiences of employees. Moreover, employees operating on part time employment routines displayed significantly higher levels of work/life balance when compared to full time employees. 

Gender

The prediction that female employees would experience lower levels of work/life balance than their male colleagues was unsupported by the research findings. Indeed, the T-Test and subsequent mean comparison results presented in Table 14 show that male employees generally displayed significantly lower levels of work life/balance than female employees. For example, male employees expressed substantially higher levels of work conflict with personal life, personal life interference from work, and reduced work and personal life enhancement. These statistical results indicate that the male employees from the university had greater difficulty in balancing all aspects of their work and non work life compared to female employees. This is an interesting finding and surprising as previous work/life literature (Eaton 1999, Wajcman 1999, Duxbury & Higgins 2001) has generally concluded that female employees find it harder to integrate work and family life.  

Two important inferences can be deduced from these study results. Firstly, work and personal life balance is considered imperative for both male and female administrative employees (Roberts 2005) within the university. This finding is contrary to some studies (Voydanoff 1998, Eaton & Bailyn 2000) that have found female employees put greater importance on work/life balance initiatives because they generally have increased family responsibilities. Secondly, the findings of this study suggest organisational leaders and human resource managers are compelled to include male employees in all flexible work initiatives designed to improve work/life balance for employees. These two points were also emphasised by several male and female employees in the qualitative focus group sessions. For instance, one key accounts manager stated why he felt male and female employees considered work/life balance equally important. 

“I always hear many of my female colleagues talk about balancing work and family responsibilities, and how hard it can be. Hey, I completely understand that balancing these responsibilities is not easy. But try balancing work, family (both my own children and my wife’s kids), sports and recreation duties, and all my personal hobbies outside of the office. That really can be a challenge! As a manager of small groups of professional employees I know that for my staff the integration of work and personal or family life is equally important to both male and female employees.”  

Another female supervisor agreed with the point of this employee, with the following statement. 

“Balance is about work and non work, not just family or children, and is important to most employees regardless of their gender. In fact, I always hear many of my male employees commenting that they would love more time to spend with family or personal activities, such as sport.  

Consequently, the gender and work/life balance findings present future opportunities for work/life balance researchers and human resource practitioners alike to ensure both male and female employees are equally considered. Indeed, further work/life researchers may focus on the relatively unexplored area of work and personal life balance for both male and female office professionals.   

Childcare

The empirical results of the study offer support for the hypothesised relationship between childcare responsibilities and work/life balance. Employees with childcare responsibilities tended to display significantly lower levels of work/life balance compared to employees without childcare responsibilities. For example, one male technician succinctly expressed that the time required to meet childcare responsibilities can be difficult. 

“My work/life balance was a lot easier to manage before I had kids. I love them to bits, but they do sometimes disrupt my work duties. This obviously impacts my perceptions of balance because of the time it can take to attend to such duties.”

This comment is relevant because it demonstrates that for some employees the presence of children can lead to greater difficultly in integrating work, personal and family life. With the trend of increasing numbers of women and dual income households with children doing paid work set to continue (Eaton 1999, Wilcott 2001, Pocock 2003, Baird 2006), the qualitative findings provide more support for the consideration of childcare responsibilities in employees achieving work/life balance. Additionally, the participants from the focus group sessions suggested that the consideration of children and family responsibilities was an important aspect for future work/life balance initiatives provided by the organisation.    

Eldercare

There were non significant differences reported in the mean levels of work/life balance for employees with and without eldercare responsibilities. This empirical outcome was unforseen as the research hypotheses presented in Chapter two proposed that employees with eldercare responsibilities would display significantly lower levels of work/life balance compared to employees without eldercare responsibilities. These somewhat surprising results indicate that the presence of eldercare responsibilities do not appear to mediate work/life balance, as has been indicated by previous research (Solomon 1994). A possible explanation for this finding was provided by employees of the qualitative sessions. For example, a female IT technician with two children and eldercare dependents noted why. 



“I feel that the care I frequently provide to my elderly parents is 
not as demanding on my work and life balance as my children, maybe 
because they (my dependents) are not in the same dwelling, and it 
becomes easier to separate these responsibilities from my home life…were 
as, my children are with us 24-7.”  

This interesting observation from a focus group member provides an indication that eldercare responsibilities may not be as important to balance as may have been previously believed. Consequently, further investigation of the influence of eldercare dependents on work/life balance could be made a priority in future research on work/life balance of office based employees. 

Part Time Work

Part time employment was the final job related characteristic that was hypothesised to be associated with higher levels of work/life balance. Part time employment was predicted to be linked to great work/life balance compared to full time employment. The empirical results supported this assertion. Table 14 shows that employees utilising part time employment opportunities generally displayed higher levels of work/life balance compared to full time employees. Moreover, in the qualitative focus group interviews, one part time employee confirmed that a main feature of their reduced working days was the better integration of work and family. 

“My boss said to me recently that she too might have to consider a part time work option because I always look so relaxed and happy at work. I know my work routines and the freedom I have with my reduced hours helps my overall sense of balance.” 

Interestingly, employees also noted that when their part time work was scheduled to suit the needs of the organisation, rather than both the individual and the organisation, the benefits to their work/life balance was diminished. Indeed, two focus group participants had experienced situations where their work hours were predetermined by the organisation, and this made attending too personal and family matters more difficult. A finding supported by recent studies (Duxbury & Higgins 2001, Pocock 2001, Saltzstein, et al. 2001) show that many reduced hour and flexible hour work schedules tend to favour employers more than employees and this can lead to increased stress in managing personal and home life. Consequently, the evidence of this study has the potential to encourage those university personnel who have a pecuniary stake in the labour issues to consider both the needs of the individual and the requirements of the university when allocating part time work schedules.             

Conclusion 
Overall, the discussion of the research findings presented in this paper suggests there is considerable value by examining a multi dimensional model of work/life balance with a pluralist design. Indeed, the quantitative and qualitative findings presented have provided deeper understanding of these complex relationships. A detailed description of the linkages between demographic characteristics and work/life balance was presented. This study also provided feedback from the qualitative focus group sessions, and relevant work/life literature to further understand the relationships between the study variables.   Despite the findings presented in this paper, the research has only begun to elucidate the complex relationships that might transform management practice and research interest. Indeed, the findings presented in this study are possibly suggestive, but an important consideration is that the results are not definitive. Consequently, further research is needed to investigate these findings and to enhance the generalisability of the results to other organisations with office based employees.     
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