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The increasing numbers of women in the
labour market and the rise in dual-career
couples have prompted many organiza-
tions to introduce programmes to help their
employees balance their work and per-
sonal lives. Positive employee perceptions
of such initiatives have tended to be as-
sumed rather than demonstrated. This
study examines how a proposal for a work-
life balance programme is actually viewed
by employees. Drawing on survey data
from 300 employees in a shopping centre
in France, the study finds evidence of a
range of attitudes. These attitudes are in-
fluenced not only by existing and poten-
tial constraints, but also by the possibil-
ity of the employees benefiting from child
care as well as their views concerning the
role of the organization. Attitudes towards
the provision of child care are particularly
positive when they seek to attenuate diffi-
culties of work organization and are con-
sistent with a flexible approach that takes
employees’ personal constraints into ac-
count.
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Introduction

The task of balancing work
and personal life is arguably be-
coming more challenging in many
countries as a result of the chang-
ing nature of work precipitated by
factors including workplace reor-
ganizations, technological de-
velop-ments, and an expansion of
spaces and times pertaining to
where and when paid work can
occur (Lewis et al. 2007). Such
challenges are increasingly evi-
dent when placed in the context
of increasing number of women
in labour markets, the rise of dual
career couples, higher divorce
statistics, the prevalence of
single-parent families, and an age-
ing population. These broader
societal trends oblige many em-
ployees to seek new solutions for
combining work with their per-
sonal and family lives. In addition,
business firms can also develop
proposals intended to help their
employees better balance their
work and personal lives (Davis &
Kalleberg 2006), even if some
employers might view them as
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disruptive (den Dulk & de Ruijter 2008).
These employer-based proposals, which
to date have generally come under the
term of ‘family-friendly’ practices, may
be grouped according to three categories:
flexible work policies, paid holidays or
vacations, and assistance with child care
and family health care.

It is with the last category of prac-
tices, specifically the provision of em-
ployer-sponsored child care services,
that this paper seeks to engage. There
might be a number of factors which mo-
tivate employers to promote such ser-
vices including strengthening the image
and communication of corporate values,
along with the desire to mitigate absen-
teeism, encourage employee involvement
and loyalty, and facilitate future recruit-
ment. Nonetheless, the real impact of
company and human resource initiatives
in this area is less than evident. Some
studies have observed a reduction in turn-
over and turnover intentions (Milkovich
& Gomez 1976, Grover & Crooker 1995)
or an increase in satisfaction (Kossek &
Nichol 1992, Ezra & Deckman 1996),
whereas other researchers did not ob-
serve these effects (Miller 1984, Goff et
al. 1990). What is even less well known
is how employees regard the provision
of child care arrangements by their or-
ganizations. Because of the ostensible
benefits they provide in helping to reduce
work-family conflicts, it might be gener-
ally assumed that child care is universally
desirable and welcomed from an em-
ployee perspective. However, this claim
has not always been evaluated in empiri-
cal terms (for an exception, see Haar &
Spell 2004). Therefore, the major contri-

bution of the paper is to investigate the
views of employees towards the provi-
sion of employer-sponsored child care
arrangements.

This study poses the following two
major questions. First, is there a relation-
ship between work—family conflict and
a positive view of employer-driven child
care initiatives? A related question is:
what role do organizational and personal
situations play in explaining this conflict
and do the sources of work—family con-
flict affect employees’ attitudes? Second,
what other variables, independent of the
work—family conflict, help to inform em-
ployees’ views of employer-sponsored
child care?

In order to better understand the re-
actions of employees during the devel-
opment of a work-life balance
programme, a survey was conducted at
a large shopping centre (involving many
different small businesses) in France that
had introduced a proposal for the joint
financing of a child care centre. The na-
tional setting is one of established state
legitimacy and intervention in work regu-
lations, including state infrastructure and
support for child care and the 35 hour
working week. However, such public in-
terventions do not necessarily mean that
work-life conflicts are eliminated as the
traditional domestic division of labour in
France remains strong (Windebank 2001,
Crompton & Lyonette 2006) and the situ-
ation of fewer work hours is not always
improved for those who might work ‘un-
social or flexible hours of work in ex-
change of a reduction of their working
time’ (Fagnani & Letablier 2004: 551).
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Thus, it is precisely in such locations as
shopping centres where work-family con-
flicts and balance issues are more likely
to be exacerbated because of the nature
of operations with their extended days
and hours of business.

‘ The economic and social repercus-
sions of work-family conflict and
work-life balance programmes are
quite complex

The research findings show positive
but not overwhelming support for the
child care proposal. Indeed, there were
employees who did not value such ar-
rangements even when their personal
situations may have suggested this de-
mand. From this, it is argued that the
economic and social repercussions of
work-family conflict and work-life bal-
ance programmes are quite complex and
need to take into account the diversity of
organizational and personal situations.

Theoretical Framework &
Research Hypotheses

To date, many studies (e.g. Duxbury
et al. 1994, Saltzstein et al. 2001,
McManus et al. 2002) have confirmed a
relationship between a high work—fam-
ily conflict and a positive reception to-
wards child care proposals. This means
that employees who face considerable
difficulties in balancing their work and
personal lives would view such a proposal
in favourable terms. Evidence from pre-
vious research further suggests that em-
ployees who feel overwhelmed and un-
able to find the time for their different

activities will appreciate any ‘kind” and
supportive gestures from their supervi-
sor (Anderson et al. 2002, McManus et
al. 2002). Thus, a positive response by
supervisors or managers towards sup-
porting greater work-life balance among
their workforces will be welcomed by
employees. The link between a strong
work—family conflict and a positive view
of the employer-sponsored child care
proposal will be explored in the follow-
ing hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: The stronger is the
work-family conflict, the more positive
is the perception of a work-life balance
proposal.

To elucidate the role of the work—
family conflict concept, our study will
measure the effect of the independent
variables of the work—family conflict on
the attitudes towards an employer-spon-
sored child care proposal. Frone et al.
(1992) define two categories of indepen-
dent variables: those related to individual
and family requirements, and those re-
lated to work and organizational require-
ments. The logic underlying their model
is that family requirements can cause a
spill-over of the family domain onto the
work domain, and thus dissatisfaction at
work, whereas work requirements can
impinge on family time, and cause dis-
satisfaction in the family. Building on the
findings of Frone et al. (1992), the cur-
rent study categorizes the independent
variables of the work—family conflict by
juxtaposing individual and family con-
straints alongside work and organizational
constraints. We explore whether each
variable increases the work—family con-
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flict and whether each variable increases
employees’ positive attitudes towards the
child care programme.

Individual & Family Constraints

Past research has shown that work-
family conflict is linked to a number of
factors including gender, parental status,
number and age of children, and family
status (Greenhaus & Beutell 1985,
McManus et al. 2002). These variables
are examined below.

Because women devote on average
more time than men to the domestic and
educational tasks in the home (Thomp-
son & Walker 1989, Major 1993), it is
hardly surprising that they are more
likely to complain of lack of time than
are men (Greenhaus et al. 1987, Kossek
1990). If work—family programmes
strongly affect productivity when women
constitute a higher percentage of the
work force (Konrad & Mangel 2000), it
is underst-andable that women will ex-
press a greater work—family conflict and
report a particula-rly positive view to-
wards work-life balance proposals.

Many studies also reveal that having
children and the number of children in-
creases the work—family conflict (e.g.
Kirchmeyer 1995). Moreover, the age and
diversity of ages of the children influences
the perception of personal constraints
(Frone & Yardley 1996). Having children
whose ages require different child care
methods will increase the work—family
conflict considerably (Duxbury & Higgins
2001). It is therefore probable that work-
ers with young children experience the

greatest work—family conflict and are
particularly receptive to any work-life
balance programme. Similarly, single par-
ents reportedly experience a greater
work—family conflict than those living with
a partner in that they have less help and
possibly fewer financial resources
(McManus et al. 2002). This might sug-
gest that they will be more favourable to-
wards the balance proposal. This leads to
the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 2a: Women employees,
employees with young children or em-
ployees who are single parents experi-
ence the strongest work-family conflict.

Hypothesis 2b: Women employees,
employees with young children or em-
ployees who are single parents have a
more positive perception of the work-life
balance proposal.

Work & Organizational Constraints

Previous studies have revealed that
work-family conflict is linked to time al-
located to work, consideration of the
workers’ personal constraints by the su-
pervisor or manager, and predictability of
work schedules (Greenhaus & Beutell
1985, Goff et al. 1990, Kossek 1990).

Kossek (1990), for example, asserted
that dedicating considerable time to work
can increase the difficulties of balancing
one’s work life and personal life. Other
scholars in contrast, notably Evans &
Bartolomé (1980), demonstrated that
perceptions of employees regarding
work-family conflict are not connected
with the actual number of hours worked.
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Thus, analyses based on the number of
hours worked alone are insufficient. It
must be supplemented by assessments of
the perceived time allocated to work.
Workers who feel that they spend too
much time at work may be experiencing
the greatest work—family conflict. As a
result, they might have a more positive
view of any work-life balance proposal.

The findings of Anderson et al. (2002)
and McManus et al. (2002) remind us of
the importance of support by the direct
supervisor or manager. This support en-
tails creation of a climate that favours dia-
logue, variable work schedules, and toler-
ance of some personal phone calls (Tho-
mas & Ganster 1995), along with a ca-
pacity to listen to employees and offer
flexibility to workers in crisis situations
(Goff et al. 1990, Warren & Johnson
1995). Research has further shown that
support by the immediate supervisor in the
form of empathy and flexibility or assis-
tance attenuates the work—family conflict
(Thomas & Ganster 1995, Warren &
Johnson 1995). We may then infer that
the absence of respectful practices in an
organization will increase work—family
conflict and the positive views towards
work-life balance programmes.

Finally, the ease of co-ordination of
work hours, along with workers’ and
their families’ use of time, can also re-
duce work—family conflict (Greenhaus &
Beutell 1985, Anderson et al. 2002). We
may then ask whether the unpredictability
of work schedules will increase the dif-
ficulties of balancing an employee’s work
life and personal life. By implication, this
might suggest that employees with un-

predictable work schedules are more
likely to hold a positive view towards
work-life balance programmes than those
employees with more predictable work
schedules. This discussion leads to the
following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 3a: The perception of
spending too much time at work, a lack
of consideration of personal constraints
by the immediate supervisor or manager,
and unpredictable work schedules in-
creases the work-family conflict.

Hypothesis 3b: The perception of
spending too much time at work, a lack
of consideration of personal constraints
by the immediate supervisor or manager,
and unpredictable work schedules in-
creases the positive perception of the
work-life balance proposal.

Other Determinants

Employees’ positive views towards
a work-life balance proposal do not
emerge exclusively from the independent
variables of the work—family conflict.
The possibility of participating in such a
programme and their opinion of the ‘ideal’
organizational response may also contrib-
ute to positive employee attitudes.

Even if employees were not experi-
encing a strong work—family conflict at
the time of the study, they might antici-
pate benefiting from a work-life balance
programme in the short or medium term
future. Rather than the direct personal
and work-related constraints that employ-
ees experienced at the time of the study,
it is the possibility of eventually benefit-
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ing from the programme that could also
explain a positive view towards the em-
ployer-sponsored proposal. Just as it is
those employees who would benefit im-
mediately from this measure tend to per-
ceive the programme most positively (see
Grover 1991), employees who plan to
benefit in the future from the child care
centre would also be expected to report
the most positive response. From this, we
derive the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 4: Employees’ positive
perception towards a work-life balance
programme is positively related to the
possibility that they will ultimately ben-
efit from the measure. Employee atti-
tudes are not influenced solely by per-
sonal interests. They can also be condi-
tioned by their understanding of the
‘ideal’ organizational response to the
work-family conflict. The successive
studies by Kanter (1977), Orthner &
Pittman (1986), and Kirchmeyer (1995)
propose a classification of organizational
responses to work-life conflict that range
from ‘separation’, to ‘respect’ and ‘inte-
gration’. An organization applies the prin-
ciple of ‘separation’ when it ignores the
personal life of its employees. The prin-
ciple of ‘respect’ described by Hall &
Richter (1998) assumes that a boundary
is maintained between one’s work life
and private life. The employer does not
assume the personal responsibilities of the
employees on their behalf, but rather al-
lows them to assume their own respon-
sibilities by considering their personal
constraints and by allowing flexible work
hours, for example. The ‘integration’ re-
sponse is when a firm tries to help its
employees meet the multiple require-

ments of work life and private life. The
proposed joint financing of a child care
centre reflects an integration perspective.

‘ Employee attitudes are not influ-
enced solely by personal interests.
They can also be conditioned by
their understanding of the ideal

organiz-ational response to the
work-family conflict.

Researchers have examined the ef-
ficacy of each of these organizational
responses or models (e.g. Hall & Rich-
ter 1988, Kirchmeyer 1995). However,
we know of no study that has attempted
to evaluate the perceptions of employ-
ees concerning the ‘ideal’ organizational
response. Using the same typology, our
study aims to identify the influence of
employee endorsement of the models of
‘respect’ and ‘integration’ on their views
towards work-life balance programmes.
This leads to our final hypothesis.

Hypothesis 5: Employees’ positive
perception of a work-life balance
programme is positively related to em-
ployees’ support for the models of respect
and integration.

Figure 1 summarizes the variables
that could explain a favourable response
by employees towards the proposed
work-life balance programme sponsored
by employers.

Method

The study explored the attitudes of
employees towards an employer-spon-
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Fig. 1: Predictor variables of employee attitudes towards the work-life balance programme
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sored work-life programme. The employ-
ees were all based in a large shopping
centre in Nantes, a city in the west of
France with a total population of about
800,000 persons (wider metropolitan
area). The shopping centre contained a
supermarket and 49 stores, where the
centre management was considering the
possibility of jointly financing a child care
facility with the businesses in the centre.
In exchange for partial financing, each
participating business could obtain a pri-
ority assignment of places in the child
care centre for one or more of their em-
ployees’ children. The proposal was ex-
pected to be well received in the shop-
ping centre for at least three reasons :

1. The context of child care places: If
the first organization-provided child
care centres were set up in France
in the early 1980s, only a few French

private firms had taken the initiative
to create or jointly finance a child-
care facility. In fact, it is very diffi-
cult to obtain a place in a state-
funded child-care centre because the
number of openings is limited but yet
such centres remain the preferred
means by parents for taking care of
their children. Giving the children of
employees’ priority access can, as a
consequence, be seen as consider-
able assistance even if the fee pro-
posed was not necessarily advanta-
geous.

The wide span of hours of the stores:
Shop employees’ were expected to
be available for work from early
morning through to late in the evening,
including Saturdays and public holi-
days. There is also pressure for Sun-
day opening to be authorized (see
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Baret et al. 1999). This situation in-
creases the need for child care ser-
vices to be made available beyond the
times established by state or public
child care providers.

3. The proportion of female employees:
The vast majority of employees at the
shopping centre were women and this
group generally experiences more
nonwork-related constraints than do
male employees.

The survey questionnaire was admin-
istered to the 650 employees of the shop-
ping centre in 2003. During the question-
naire distribution phase, we met all man-
agers of the 49 stores to make them
aware of our study. Of those distributed,
311 questionnaires were returned. Of this
figure, 300 questionnaires were usable
(response rate of 46%). Of the respon-
dents, 78% were female employees; 72%
had a full-time, permanent employment
contract; 69% were under the age of 36
years; and 74% lived with a partner (mar-
ried or de facto). In addition, 49% of re-
spondents had children and these employ-
ees had an average number of 1.21 chil-
dren.

Respondents were told that the ques-
tionnaire was intended to help research-
ers understand employees’ perception of
the work—family balance. It included four
sections that covered their work situa-
tion, personal situation, perceptions of the
work life—personal life balance, and the
work-life balance assistance measures.

Employees without children were
also encouraged to complete the ques-
tionnaire. Although precautions were

taken, it is possible that the 311 employ-
ees who completed the questionnaire
were those who felt particularly con-
cerned by the child care proposal. It is
likewise possible that the perception of
employees were more positive at the
point of the development of the project
than at the time of its subsequent imple-
mentation. It is often at the implementa-
tion stage that employees leave the sym-
bolic sphere of influence and become
aware of the concrete difficulties of its
application. As the study objective was
not to identify the proportion of individu-
als interested in the proposed child care
centre per se, but rather to understand
the determinants of the positive views of
employees, possible over-representation
of employees who were in favour would
not bias the validation of the research
hypotheses.

In order to discover the existence of
statistical relationships between variables,
either the Chi2 test for nominal variables
or the Fischer test when at least one of
the variables was an ordinal variable
(scaled), was employed. The p value is
the probability the real distribution of the
results is random (and thus not due to
the influence of the causal variable
tested). The relationship is statistically
significant when p is less than 0.05 and
very significant when it is less than 0.01.

Measures

The measure of work—family conflict
does not result from the lack of time and
the individual states of fatigue and irrita-
bility appearing in the traditional measure-
ment scales of inter-role conflict
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(Greenhaus & Beutell 1985, Frone et al.
1992). Rather, it is derived from the level
of satisfaction in the search for a work
life—personal life balance. The formula-
tion of the question is similar to that used
in classic studies of the concept of satis-
faction in life (Campbell et al. 1976, Rode
2004): ‘How satisfied are you with the
balance you have achieved between your
work life and personal life?” The employ-
ees’ level of satisfaction was measured
on a 4-point scale (‘very dissatisfied’,
‘somewhat dissatisfied’, ‘somewhat sat-
isfied’, and ‘very satisfied’), similar to
those applied by Ezra and Deckman
(1996). The index varied between 1
(strong work-family conflict) and 4
(weak work-family conflict) with a theo-
retical average of 2.5 corresponding to a
neutral opinion.

In order to prompt employees to spe-
cifically appraise their possible difficul-
ties of balancing work and non-work, the
question related to satisfaction in the
quest for the work life-personal life bal-
ance was preceded by two questions:
‘How satisfied are you with your work
life?” and ‘How satisfied are you with
your personal life?’

Positive perceptions towards the pro-
posed child care facility in the shopping
centre were measured using two crite-
ria: perception of normality and employee
preferences. First, employees had to re-
ply either ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the question of
whether they found it ‘normal’ that
places in a child care centre jointly fi-
nanced by different organizations be as-
signed to employees. Second, to create
a hierarchy of employee preferences,

respondents were asked to specify the
services that would benefit them the
most. They selected a maximum of three
choices from the following services: as-
signment of a given number of places in
a child care centre co-financed by em-
ployers; occasional child care assistance
service (for example, people that could
visit the home if necessary); legal and
financial consulting services; messenger
services (delivery); laundry services (dry
cleaning) and services for seniors. The
two criteria used to determine the per-
ception of the proposal are complemen-
tary. Analysis of normality is based on
employees’ judgments of the theoretical
‘normality’ of the proposal, whereas the
analysis of preferences highlights their
individual and practical interest in the
child care centre.

Satisfaction in the quest for a work
life—personal life balance and the percep-
tion of the balance assistance proposal
were measured by the following personal
and family variables: gender (male/fe-
male), family situation (single or couple/
married or de facto), the number of chil-
dren (numerically open variable) and age
of children (under three years, between
four and six years, over seven years).
The following work-related and organi-
zational variables were also evaluated:
average number of hours per week spent
at work (numerically open variable), judg-
ment of work time (too much time at
work; not enough time; just the right
amount of time); consideration of personal
constraints by the immediate supervisor
or manager (never, sometimes, often, al-
ways) and predictability of work sched-
ules (never, sometimes, often, always).
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To measure the extent that employ-
ees believe they could benefit from the
programme, two criteria were used. The
first question inquired if the employees
who were most positive toward the child
care proposal had particular socio-demo-
graphic characteristics. Second, employ-
ees had to answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to whether
they thought they would be interested in
placing a dependent in a child care centre
over the short or medium term.

Consistent with the terminology used
by Kirchmeyer (1995), we considered
that employees who endorsed the ‘sepa-
ration’ model were those that answered
in favour of the item: ‘In your opinion,
under ideal circumstances should the
manager take into account work aspects
only (each worker resolves his or her
own personal constraints)?” Employees
who adhered to the ‘respect’ model would
reply positively to the following item: ‘In
your opinion, under ideal circumstances
should a manager take into account the
demands of employees’ personal life
when planning work schedules (shifts,
meetings, paid leave, etc.)?’ Finally, em-
ployees who endorsed the ‘integration’
model were deemed to support the item:
‘In your opinion, in ideal circumstances

should a manager offer services to fa-
cilitate balancing the personal life of the
employees (child care, legal services,
etc.)?” Although employees could be
favourable to all three organizational re-
sponses, attention will be especially di-
rected towards those employees who
supported the models of ‘respect’ and
‘integration’. This stands in contrast to
employees who indicated an exclusive
interest in the separation model.

Results & Analysis

Of the 300 respondents, we found
that 88% considered it ‘normal’ that
places in an employer-sponsored child
care proposal be given to employees
(rather than the direct public). Moreover,
the service preferences expressed by
employees indicate that the main expec-
tations concern assistance services for
daily child care or for occasional support
to care for sick children (Table 1). Along
with legal and financial services, these
constituted over three-quarters (77%) of
employee preferences. The lack of in-
terest in messenger and laundry services
can be explained by the fact that the shop-
ping centre already offered practical so-
lutions in both areas.

Table 1: Preferences in Child Care Assistance Services

Preferences Frequency (%)
Assignment of a number of places in a child care centre financed by employers 30
Occasional child care services (e.g., people that could visit the home if necessary) 28
Legal and financial consulting services 19
Messenger services (delivery) 11
Laundry services (dry cleaning) 8
Services to help seniors 4
TOTAL 100
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Written comments on the survey
questionnaire confirmed these results
despite the fact that a few employees
demonstrated reticence with regard to
the child care proposal. Some employ-
ees expressed feelings of injustice, see-
ing in the work-family balance proposal
a source of discrimination. Among those
employees over 50 years of age, several
made critical comments: ‘In our time, all
that didn’t exist. Today, everything is done
for young people’. If the project is seen
as a discriminatory measure, it is because
it is not intended to satisfy the needs of
all the employees. Only a few employ-
ees could obtain priority for their children
in the child care centre. Further, one em-
ployee remarked that ‘not everybody
needs child care on the work premises,

whereas everybody needs [more]

money’.

Table 2 shows the findings do not
support hypothesis 1, which posited that
the stronger the work—family conflict,
the more positively the child care pro-
posal is viewed. On the contrary, work-
ers who adopted a positive view of the
child care facility were on average more
satisfied in their quest for a work life—
personal life balance.

Workers who adopted a positive
view of the child care facility were
on average more satisfied in their
quest for a work life personal life
balance.

Table 2: Impact of Work family Conflict on Perception of the Child Care Proposal

It is normal for places in a child care centre financed

by organizations be assigned to employees

Degree of satisfaction in the quest for work
life — personal life balance

Yes
No
TOTAL

2.68
2.44
2.65

(p < 0.05)

Influence of Individual & Family
Constraints

Consistent with previous studies (e.g.
Goff et al. 1990, Konrad & Mangel
2000), socio-demographic variables such
as gender, parental status, number and
age of children, and family status influ-
enced the work—family conflict.

‘ Having children whose ages require
different child care modes is another
explanatory variable of the work™
family conflict.

(a) Gender: Women were significantly
less satisfied (mean = 2.58) than men
(mean = 2.90) with the balance be-
tween their work life and personal
life (p < 0.05).

(b) Number and age of children: The
number of children appears to be
very significant in accounting for
work-family conflict, because ‘very
dissatisfied’ or ‘somewhat dissatis-
fied’ employees have on average
1.51 children, compared with an av-
erage of 0.92 children for those that
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are ‘somewhat satisfied” or ‘very
satisfied’ (p < 0.01). Having children
whose ages require different child
care modes is another explanatory
variable of the work—family conflict.
Employees who have at least one
child under 3 years of age and at least
one child over 4 years of age have a
level of satisfaction of 2.50, com-
pared with 2.61 for employees who
have only one child or several chil-
dren but these children are all over 4
years of age (p < 0.05).

(c¢) Family status: Women without chil-
dren, whether single or not, do not
differ significantly in their opinions (p
= 0.58). The level of satisfaction is
2.57 in the case of single women and
2.68 for women who are married or
live with a partner. Single employees
with at least one child clearly express
arelatively greater difficulty in balanc-
ing their work life and personal life
(mean = 2.20) than women who live
with a partner (mean =2.81) (p <0.01).

Hypothesis 2a, which posited that the
work—family conflict is linked to individual
and family variables, was therefore sup-
ported. The following personal variables
— gender, number and age of children and
single parent status — all influence the
work—family conflict. We will now evalu-
ate whether these variables also shape
the way employees perceive the pro-
posed child care centre.

Hypothesis 2b, whereby a positive per-
ception of the work-life balance
programme is linked to individual and fam-
ily variables, also received support: women
employees, parents with young children

(under 3 years of age), and employees who
were single parents all had a more positive
perception of the proposal (p < 0.05).

Influence of Work & Organizational
Constraints

The number of hours worked per
week did not appear to be an important
criterion among the surveyed employees
(p = 0.53). Employees who were ‘some-
what satisfied’ or ‘very satisfied’ with the
work-life balance worked about the same
number of hours (36.08 hours) per week
as those who were ‘somewhat dissatis-
fied’ or ‘very dissatisfied” with their work-
life balance (36.54 hours per week).

It was therefore not the number of
hours worked that significantly affected
employee satisfaction as Kossek (1990)
has previously noted, but rather the per-
sonal judgment of the time spent at work
(p<0.01). Employees who believed they
spent ‘too much time at work’ are least
satisfied with the balance between their
work and private lives (mean = 2.13).
However, those who considered that they
spent ‘not enough time’ are hardly more
satisfied (mean = 2.25). Satisfaction is
significantly greater among employees
who reported they spend ‘just the right
amount of time’ at work (mean = 2.82).

The claim that consideration by the
direct supervisor or manager of the em-
ployees’ personal constraints reduces the
work—family conflict was supported (p
< 0.01). The level of employee satisfac-
tion was only 2.0 when the manager
‘never’ considers personal constraints. It
increases to 2.73 if the manager ‘some-
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times’ considers the employees’ personal
constraints, to 2.76 when it is ‘often’ the
case and 2.78 when personal constraints
are ‘always’ considered.

The assertion that unpredictability of
work schedules increases the work—family
conflict was also confirmed (p < 0.01).
Employees who felt that their schedules were
‘never’ or ‘sometimes’ predictable were less
satisfied with the work life—personal life
balance (mean = 2.43) than employees who
believed their schedules are ‘often’ or ‘al-
ways’ predictable (mean = 2.76).

Hypothesis 3a, which stated that
work—family conflict is related to the fol-
lowing work and organizational vari-
ables—judgment of too much time spent
at work, absence of consideration of per-
sonal constraints by the immediate su-

pervisor, and unpredictable work sched-
ules—was therefore supported. The feel-
ing of being overwhelmed by time spent
at work had no significant effect on per-
ceptions of the child care project: 88%
of employees said that they spent ‘too
much time at work’ and 89% of those
who believed they spent ‘just the right
amount of time’ found the child care joint
financing proposal to be ‘normal’.

If the lack of consideration of per-
sonal constraints increases the work—
family conflict, it does not necessarily
contribute to a positive attitude towards
the child care facility. In fact, the inverse
phenomenon was observed. The less
employees believed that their managers
considered their personal constraints, the
less ‘normal’ they considered the assign-
ment of child care places (Table 3).

Table 3: Impact of Consideration of Personal Constraints on Perception of the Child care

Proposal

It is normal for places in a child care centre financed

by organizations be assigned to employees

Degree of satisfaction in the questfor work

life — personal life balance

YES
No

2.58
1.89

(p < 0.01)

Although it increases work—family
conflict, work schedule unpredictability
also does not significantly contribute to a

positive perception of the proposed child
care centre (Table 4).

Table 4: Impact of Predictability of Work Schedules on Perception of the Child Care Proposal

It is normal for places in a child care centre financed
by organizations be assigned to employees

Degree of satisfaction in the quest for work
life — personal life balance

Yes
No
TOTAL

2.86
2.67
2.84

(p < 0.21)
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Therefore, hypothesis 3b, which
stated that the perception of the work-
life balance programme is more positive
among employees facing organizational
sources of work—family conflict, was not
supported. On the contrary, consideration
of employees’ personal constraints by
supervisors and managers increased the
positive attitudes towards the proposed
child care centre.

Consideration of employees per-
sonal constraints by supervisors
and managers increased the posi-
tive attitudes towards the pro-
posed child care centre.

Influence of Other Determinants

Two results illustrate the influence of
employees’ personal plans. First, employ-
ees who were reportedly in favour of the

child care proposal have particular char-
acteristics: 69% of the employees with-
out children versus 63% of employees who
were parents considered the assignment
of a given number of places in a child care
centre funded by businesses in the shop-
ping centre as one of the services that
would help them the most. Under-repre-
sentation of employees who were parents
may be related to the fact that they have
already chosen a child care system (for
children under 3 years of age) or they no
longer need this service (for children over
3 years of age). Employees under 35
years of age who did not yet have chil-
dren were considerably more likely than
the other workers to intend to have a child,
and were therefore more interested in the
child care centre. Moreover, employees
who expressed their intention to enrol their
child in a child care centre over the short
and medium term also viewed the proposal
much more favourably (Table 5).

Table 5: Impact of the Possibility of Benefiting on Attitudes towards the Child care Proposal

The assignment of places in a
child care centre financed
by business is normal

Yes No TOTAL
Respondent would be interested in enrolling a Yes 95% 5% 100%
child in a child care centre over the short or No 79% 21% 100%
medium term TOTAL 88% 12% 100%

(p<0.01)

Hypothesis 4, whereby the positive
perception of the work-life balance
programme is linked to the possibility that
employees will at some later stage ben-
efit, was supported.

Turning to the ‘ideal’ organizational
response to the work-family conflict, at first

glance the data indicates a significant pref-
erence for the ‘respect’ model. In other
words, the responses were as follows (in
ascending order): model of separation
(22%); model of integration (60%); and the
model of respect (93%). Employees
favourable to the logic of ‘integration’ were
also strongly in support of the model of ‘re-
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spect’: all those who supported the ‘inte-
gration’ model attached strong importance
to the principle of respect. On the other
hand, only 65% of employees who
favoured the ‘respect’ model also subscr-
ibed to the integration model. It appears,
then, that the model of integration was seen

at a supplementary level, and somewhat
difficult to obtain, relative to the respect
model. The various combinations (and re-
sponses) are depicted in Table 6. The ‘re-
spect’ model alone (or in combination with
the ‘integration’ model) attracted about
three-quarters of all responses (74%).

Table 6: Combinations of Organizational Responses

Separation Integration Respect model Number  Frequency
yes model model no or NR no or NR 24 8%
Single no or NR yes no or NR 0 0%
combination no or NR no or NR yes 68 23%
Double no or NR yes yes 152 51%
combination yes no or NR yes 24 8%
yes yes no or NR 0 0%
Triple yes yes yes 16 5%
combination no or NR no or NR no or NR 16 5%
TOTAL 300 100%

NR = No Response

Different visions of the role of the
organization led employees to perceive the
employer-funded child care centre in dif-
ferent ways (p = 0.01). Specifically, 93%
of proponents of the ‘integration’ model
and 92% of employees that endorsed the
‘respect’ model regarded the allocation of
places in a child care centre financed by
business to be ‘normal’, compared with
only 69% of employees who embraced the
‘separation’ model. Thus, hypothesis 5,
whereby the positive perception of the
work-life balance programme is linked to
employee support for the models of ‘re-
spect’ and ‘integration’, was supported.
The results of the statistical analyses are
summarized in Figure 2.

Written comments on survey ques-
tionnaires were consistent with the sta-
tistical results on two major points. First,

employees did not necessarily see how
the proposed child care centre would re-
duce the work—family conflicts that they
faced. Thus, the link between the centre
and the practical difficulties of reconcil-
ing work and personal life was not al-
ways evident. For example, employees
who had experienced a strong work-fam-
ily conflict because of the number and
diversity in the ages of their children, and
who did not plan to have other children,
did not necessarily see the utility of such
a measure. Second, some employ-ees did
not see the value of a programme rooted
in an integration logic when they experi-
enced insufficient practices of respect.
These initial steps of respect seem to be
a necessary prerequisite for the imple-
mentation and success of any measure
aimed at supporting the ‘integration’
model.
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Fig. 2: Model of the Relations Supported by the Study

Individual and family ’

contraints
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H3a _~— __--- -
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Work-related and
organizational contraints

Other variables :

Possibility of benefiting
from the measure

Endorsement of models of
respect and integration

— means that the link is statistically significant
— — —p means that the link is not statistically significant

The link between the centre and
the practical difficulties of recon-

ciling work and personal life was
not always evident.

Certain employees felt that the child
care proposal was superfluous and inco-
herent, particularly when considered
alongside the daily pressure and rigid or-
ganization of their work schedules:
‘Overtime work isn’t paid. Workers are
dismissed. But management is going to
talk about setting up a child care cen-
tre!’. The lack of consideration of per-
sonal constraints was seen as a clear
obstacle to the work-life balance
programme. The most frequently ex-
pressed employee frustrations related to
meetings that were scheduled by super-
visors for late in the day, the absence of

flexible work hours and the impossibility
of working fewer hours, or to take vaca-
tion days on Wednesdays (a day on which
many schools in France are closed).
There seemed to be a gap between the
employer-sponsored child care proposal
and the wider context of work methods
in the shopping centre which were judged
to be too rigid.

‘ There seemed to be a gap between
the employer-sponsored child care
proposal and the wider context of

work methods in the shopping cen-
tre which were judged to be too rigid.

Even though the vast majority of the
surveyed employees perceived the child
care centre as ‘normal’, a number among
them considered as a greater priority the
recognition of more autonomy for em-
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ployees in the organization of their work-
ing time. The highly variable and often
unpredictable structure of work sched-
ules remains a problem in this industry
sector (Baret et al. 1999).

Conclusion

The study has found that if a range
of personal constraints can influence
work—family conflict, they do not guar-
antee a positive attitude among employ-
ees towards work-life balance
programmes (research question 1). Em-
ployees’ vision of a proposed assignment
of child care places in a French shopping
centre funded by employers depends not
only on individual and family constraints
but also on their own personal plans, their
perception of the work organization and
their concept of the role of the employ-
ing organization (research question 2).

It would appear that the success of
any employer-driven proposal intended to
balance one’s work and personal life
should meet the following conditions.
First, the work-life balance programme
must be tailored to the real needs of the
employees and the organization. A
programme must be designed to directly
address the aspirations of the largest
number of its employees. Second, the
work-life balance programme must be
consistent with the organization of work
that defends the fundamental rights of
employees and takes into account their
personal constraints as much as possible.
Businesses would only seem to benefit
from offering priority places in a child
care centre to their employees as part of
an integration response if they first em-

phasize respect, and take into account the
day-to-day personal circumstances of
their employees.

In other words, the ‘respect’ model
is perceived as a consensual solution,
whereas the model of ‘integration’ is con-
sidered as somewhat more difficult to
achieve. This conclusion is justified be-
cause implementing a work-life balance
proposal as part of an integration re-
sponse may exacerbate feelings of ineq-
uity and discrimination among some em-
ployees who will not benefit from the
measure. In future empirical studies, it
would be worthwhile to pursue the in-
vestigation using the same methodology
on already established child care centres
(provided by the employer) and on less
well targeted work-family balance
programmes such as services for the eld-
erly, for example. We also see potential
in doing comparative research both in
terms of reactions towards employer-
funded and government-funded child care
centres, as well as studies that extend
across different national settings
(Zeytinoglu et al. 2010).

Since work-life balance programmes
can sometimes evoke diverse reactions
for reasons that are not always easy to
identify, it is important that human re-
source and other managers not assume
that measures that purportedly favour an
improved work-life balance will have a
uniquely positive impact—both economi-
cally and socially. Only once a ‘respect’
approach is applied — especially by an
employee’s immediate supervisor — is it
then opportune to advance further to-
wards adopting the ‘integration” model.
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Until this occurs, it would certainly be
prudent for employers to limit communi-
cation of any new initiatives that are still
tentative as to do otherwise might cre-
ate expectations that will prove difficult
to satisfy.
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