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VOORWOORD
De wetenschap heeft me veel gebracht. Niet alleen een schat aan kennis (en een
titel) maar bovenal heeft het mijn wereld vergroot. Dat begon al tijdens mijn studie
toen ik, op zondagochtenden in bed, geboeid 'Images of Organization' van Gareth
Morgan las. Met verwondering en bewondering leerde ik hoeveel verschillende
dingen in organisaties je kunt zien en leren begrijpen als je verschillende 'brillen'
opzet. Maar ook tijdens mijn promotieonderzoek is die verwondering, bewondering
en vreugde gebleven als ik dingen las of leerde waardoor ik weer op een andere/
nieuwe manier ging kijken. Ik kan me nog levendig voor de geest halen hoe ik me
voelde toen ik tijdens mijn aioschap een inleiding over feministische theorieën bij
het NOV in Utrecht volgde. Ik was toen echt tot tranen toe geraakt door hoe mijn
perspectief op de wereld daardoor vergroot werd. En dan te bedenken dat ik tijdens
mijn studie helemaal niet warm werd van de artikelen van Yvonne Benschop die ik
moest lezen. Integendeel, ik vond het maar gezeur, spijkers op laag water zoeken
en moeilijk doen als het makkelijk kan.
Tijdens het schrijven van dit proefschrift heb ik ervaren dat privé het werk op
onverwachte manieren kan versterken. Afstand in de vorm van zwangerschaps- en
ouderschapverloven maakte dat ik bij terugkomst veel scherper zag waar het aan
schortte in een paper en wat er uit moest of herschreven moest worden. Maar heeft
me ook laten zien dat ik kan vertrouwen op mijn onderbewuste. Er waren dagen dat
ik na een slaaploze nacht door een ziek kind als een zombie achter mijn bureau zat
en overwoog om maar vrij te nemen omdat het toch niets ging worden. Meerdere
malen heb ik gemerkt dat ik juist op die dagen, zoals ik dat noemde, 'briljante'
invallen kreeg. Hoe die knoop in een stuk nu eindelijk op te lossen, een idee over
een theoretisch perspectief dat ik hele mooi in een paper kon gebruiken, etc.
Blijkbaar kon mijn onderbewuste dan laten zien waar het al lange tijd mee bezig
was geweest. Sinds die tijd laat ik, als ik vastzit, het een week of meer 'sudderen'
en durf ik er op te vertrouwen dat de ideeën dan wel komen.
Veel mensen hebben direct of indirect een bijdrage aan dit proefschrift geleverd.
Door het meedenken en feedback geven op mijn stukken maar ook door zeer
welkome afleiding te bieden van het onderzoek en schrijven. Allereerst natuurlijk
mijn promotoren Yvonne Benschop en Hans Doorewaard, die beiden enthousiast ja
zeiden op mijn vraag of ze mijn promotor wilden worden als ik een onderzoeksplek
zou weten te bemachtigen. Yvonne, je was toen ik nog docent was mijn coach en
later werd je mijn promotor. Ik vergeet nooit dat je voordat ik begon als docent mij
al thuis opbelde om je voor te stellen en me welkom te heten. Dat voelde als een
ontzettend warm welkom. Ik denk ook met plezier terug aan de vele middagen die
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we samen achter de computer doorbrachten om te werken aan FemPowerMent. Als
mijn promotor ben je steeds enthousiast en betrokken bij mij en mijn onderzoek
gebleven. Ik kon bij je terecht als ik vastzat en het niet meer zag zitten. Na een
brainstorm met jou kon ik vol nieuwe inspiratie weer verder. Ook jouw opmerking
“kan het niet zoals het moet, dan moet het maar zoals het kan” was soms zeer
welkom. Jouw commentaren bij stukken zoals “nog twee zinnen hierover” of “ dit
stuk moet op een hoger niveau” waren altijd de moeilijkste verbeteringen om door
te voeren, maar hebben er wel voor gezorgd dat mijn papers inderdaad van een
hoger niveau werden. Hans, ook jouw betrokkenheid heb ik mogen ervaren al
voordat je mijn promotor werd. Ik heb nog steeds je kaartje op mijn prikbord
hangen dat ik van je kreeg tijdens de eerste reorganisatie die ik meemaakte en die
me toen erg raakte. Ook je bereidheid om op het allerlaatste moment nog feedback
te geven op een onderzoeksvoorstel waarmee ik een aioplek hoopte te bemachtigen
bij het Institute for Gender Studies waardeer ik zeer. Toen al maakte ik kennis met
je vermogen om pragmatisch en zeer gericht feedback te geven: “Hoeveel tijd heb
je nog? Dan moet je deze delen aanpassen en de rest laat je zitten”. Daarnaast heb
ik veel geleerd van jouw geweldige vermogen om grote lijnen en structuren te
doorzien en te bouwen. Door jou zitten mijn papers altijd strak in elkaar. Hans en
Yvonne, samen zijn jullie een ijzersterk team!
Dit proefschrift had niet geschreven kunnen worden zonder de hulp van groot
aantal andere mensen. Marleen Nicolai, Dorinda Barelds en Nienke Evers waren
mijn studentassistenten die alle interviews letterlijk uitgetypt hebben en ook
geholpen hebben met het invoeren in Atlas-ti van mijn coderingen en memo's.
Ontzettend bedankt voor jullie monnikenwerk! Veel dank ook aan de organisaties
die bereid waren om mee te werken aan het onderzoek en in het bijzonder aan de
contactpersonen binnen deze organisaties die vele deuren voor mij openden. Alle
respondenten wil ik bedanken voor de openhartige en inspirerende gesprekken!
Dank gaat ook uit naar de onderzoeksgroep 'Gender in Organizations' voor hun
scherpe en kritische feedback op mijn stukken: Berber Pas, Ine Gremmen, Claudia
Gross, Inge Bleijenbergh, Caroline Essers, Pascale Peters, Marieke van den Brink,
Laura Berger, Yvonne Benschop en Hans Doorewaard. De SHRM groep (in wisselende
samenstellingen) is bijna 10 jaar mijn 'thuis' geweest op de universiteit. Anne
Baak, Yvonne Benschop, Laura Berger, Marieke van den Brink, Joost Bücker,
Caroline Essers, Nicolette van Gestel, Ine Gremmen, Claudia Gross, Beate van der
Heijden, Jacques van Hoof, Fred Huijgen, Hans Moerel, Willem de Nijs, Pascale
Peters, Erik Poutsma, Roel Schouteten, Max Visser, Arnoud van de Ven, Jaap Groot
en Michiel Schoemaker: bedankt daarvoor. Roel, Jacques, Pascale en Erik wil ik nog
speciaal bedanken voor hun hulp in de begintijd van mijn onderzoek. I also extend
many thanks to the manuscript comittee: Mieke Verloo, Suzan Lewis and Penny
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Dick. Thank you for the time and effort you put into reading and evaluating my
dissertation.
Dank ook aan mijn paranimfen: Annelies de Ridder en Berber Pas. Lieve
Annelies, toen ik van junior docent begon als junior onderzoeker was jij het die er
meteen voor waakte dat ik alle informatie voor aio’s meekreeg (werkgerelateerde
zaken maar ook de laatste roddels), ik op mailinglijsten kwam en bij de gezellige
aio etentjes/avondjes werd uitgenodigd. Je was echt de sociale lijm van de aio
groep en na jouw vertrek is dat nooit meer hetzelfde geworden. Gelukkig zijn we
vriendinnen gebleven en ook al zien of spreken we elkaar niet vaak…. Het lijkt
altijd alsof we elkaar gisteren nog hebben gesproken en dan is het altijd weer
enorm gezellig! Lieve Ber, het begin was een beetje stroef. Ik vertrouwde je niet,
onze onderzoeken leken wel erg dezelfde kant op te gaan en je wilde ook nog eens
een aio plek die ik ook wilde hebben. Toen we later beiden een plek als aio hadden,
is dat veranderd. Je bleek een ontzettend leuk mens te zijn met een geweldige,
scherpe, humor en een groot hart! Bij jou kon ik altijd terecht als ik het even niet
zag zitten of stoom af wilde blazen. Het samen lachen, huilen en foeteren in
combinatie met de wederzijdse (h)erkenning, maakten van jou een onmisbare
reisgenoot op het soms hobbelige promotietraject.
Speciale dank gaat uit naar Froukje van Zanten en Ine Gremmen. Froukje, je
was mijn kamergenoot van vele jaren, maar helaas de laatste jaren niet meer. Dat
was wel erg wennen! Nu we geen kamergenoten meer zijn, weten we elkaar te
vinden voor fijne wandelingen tussen de middag. Alleen de tijd is altijd te kort om
elkaar goed bij te praten! Lieve Frouk, bedankt voor je betrokkenheid en gezelligheid
vanaf het allereerste begin! Lieve Ine, eerst wandelmaatje, later ook mijn
kamergenoot. Je bent een schat! Af en toe iets lekkers voor me meenemen in de
laatste fase waarin ik ploeterde op mijn proefschrift. Een sms-je om te horen hoe
ik vaarde, bloemen die ik op mijn bureau vond omdat het lente was. Maar ook dank
voor je hulp bij de voorbereiding van het onderwijs toen ik nog bezig was mijn
proefschrift af te ronden. En voor je bereidheid om mee te denken: als ik vast zat
vroeg je altijd “moeten we daar zo even over redeneren? “ En daar maakte je tijd
voor, hoe druk je het ook had.
Daarnaast hebben veel (ex)collega's gezorgd voor de nodige afleiding en
gezelligheid tijdens lunches, aio-etentjes of wandelingen, waarbij de gesprekken
niet alleen over werk maar vooral ook over andere onderdelen van het leven gingen.
Csilla Horvath, Vincent Peters, Marleen van de Westelaken, Célio Alves de Sousa,
Sanne Smeenk, Annelies de Ridder, Jurriaan Nijholt, Jaap Groot en Ilse Schrijver:
bedankt daarvoor. Vincent, jou wil ik daarnaast ook bedanken voor je betrokkenheid
en adviezen, het zijn van mijn 'lijntje met de universiteit' toen ik na mijn afstuderen
buiten de universiteit werkte en voor het mij weer terughalen naar de universiteit.
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Ook vrienden en familie hebben indirect bijgedragen aan dit proefschrift. Lieve pa
en ma, van kinds af aan hebben jullie me altijd gestimuleerd mijn best te doen en
al mijn kansen te grijpen om te leren en te studeren. Ik heb mijn best gedaan en
mijn kansen gegrepen en kijk waar dat me gebracht heeft! Lieve Jos en Toine,
bedankt voor jullie warme belangstelling, hulp en betrokkenheid. Lieve vrienden
en vriendinnen wil ik bedanken voor het aanhoren van mijn verhalen over de
wondere wereld der wetenschap, voor de zeer welkome afleiding, kopjes thee op de
bank, heerlijk giebelen over van alles en nog wat en de lieve kaartjes tijdens de
laatste loodjes. Maar vooral omdat ik jullie vriendschap zo waardeer. Het laatste
jaar van het proefschrift heb ik jullie vreselijk te kort gedaan, maar ik hoop dat de
komende tijd weer recht te zetten!
Lieve Sven, Elin en Joost, met jullie voel ik me zo ontzettend rijk! Jullie zijn
waarom het afstemmen van werk en privé zo ontzettend belangrijk is. Lieve Sven
en Elin, door en met jullie kan ik zo ontzettend genieten van het moment! Samen
met jullie dansen, spelen, knuffelen en stoeien of gewoon stil kijken naar jullie
spel en genieten van jullie tomeloze fantasie en energie, zijn gouden momenten. Ik
kijk er naar uit om jullie verder te zien opgroeien en daarbij met jullie mee te
groeien. Jullie zijn echt het aller-allerliefste van de heeeele wereld! Lieve Joost, de
allergrootste dank gaat naar jou! Zonder jouw stabiele basis had ik nooit een gezin
kunnen combineren met het schrijven van een proefschrift. De laatste anderhalf
jaar heb je als vanzelfsprekend (maar dat is het niet!!) zoveel meer dan jouw deel
van het huishouden en zorg voor de kinderen op je genomen. Ook als een van de
kinderen ziek was, nam jij meteen vrij zodat ik door kon werken. Maar het zijn
vooral jouw onvoorwaardelijke liefde, steun, humor en relativeringsvermogen die
me kracht geven. You are the wind beneath my wings!
Ede, 30 augustus 2011
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INTRODUCTION
Over the years, the strong gendered division of labour in the work domain and the
private domain has undergone a gradual change. Increasingly, both men and
women combine their professional obligations with unpaid work such as household
chores, care for children or elderly, volunteer work, as well as with numerous
leisure activities. A study by Geurts et al. (2003) showed that 40% of Dutch
employees experience problems combining their work and private lives (van der
Lippe, et al., 2006). Although this problem applies to both men and women,
work-life balance issues are often only associated with women who have care
responsibilities (Lewis, 1996; Smithson and Stokoe, 2005). At an organisational
level, the attention given to work-life balance (WLB) is channelled into the
introduction of work-life policies for employees (WLPs) such as flexible work
policies, leave policies, childcare policies and part-time work (Van Doorne-Huiskes,
et al., 2005). Offering WLPs is presented as evidence of organisations’ support for
WLB (see chapter 2). These WLPs offer employees more options and greater
flexibility to balance their work and private lives. Although employees express
their need for these WLB options and flexibility (Van Hoof, 2002), studies indicate
that the take-up rate for WLPs is low (Den Dulk and De Ruijter, 2008; McDonald, et
al., 2007; Poelmans and Beham, 2008). These studies on the low take-up rate for
WLPs suggest that support for work-life balance in organisations (WLB support)
encompasses more than just building formal WLPs into the formal terms of
employment. Organisational culture also plays an important role in organisational
WLB support (and use of WLPs). For example, organisational policy on part-time
work may state that all employees (men and women) are entitled to work part-time
should they wish. However, if a cultural norm exists within the organisation that
in practice part-time work is for women with childcare responsibilities, this may
create a barrier for men (with or without childcare responsibilities) to make use of
this possibility. This dissertation focuses on the role that organisations play in
supporting their employees’ work-life balance. It will examine WLB support as a
social practice – that is, as an organisational activity which is actually done by
organisation members (Miettinen, et al., 2009; Schatzki, 2001; Whittington, 2006).
The activities of members of the organisation can lead to the questioning,
modifying or reproducing of organisational cultural norms. Organisational cultural
norms and the content of formal WLPs can form a stimulus or a barrier to making
use of the WLPs available. This study will investigate how employees and managers
find ways to use these stimuli creatively to overcome barriers to WLB support in
their everyday actions and interactions. The study will also illuminate how
organisational WLB support influences expectations in the employment relationship.
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The overall aim of this dissertation is to further develop theory on WLB support as
a social practice by investigating the dynamic interplay between cultural norms, formal
WLPs and the ways in which managers and employees negotiate, resist or appropriate
the WLB support available. By using a case study approach, I investigate this dynamic
interplay in four areas: (1) formal representations of WLB support, (2) organisational
boundary work, (3) part-time work and (4) WLB support in the employment relationship.
I study WLB support from a critical perspective and pay attention to equalities and
inequalities that are linked with WLB support in organisations.

The field of work-life research
Until a recently, the field of work-life research had a strong individual focus
(Casper, et al., 2007; Eby, et al., 2005; Warhurst, et al., 2008). Many research projects
have studied the consequences of conflicts between work and private life on the
psychological and physical health of the individual (Geurts, et al., 2002). However,
individuals’ experiences, opportunities and choices in balancing work and private
life take place within an organisational and societal context that can both expand
and curtail the possibility of balancing work and private life. This research shifts
the focus from the level of the individual to that of the organisation and investigates
the constraints and possibilities that are created by WLB support in organisations.
Nowadays, employers present WLPs as HRM strategies to attract and retain
employees. Recently, there has been debate in organisation studies concerning the
role that organisations play in their employees’ WLB (Eby, et al., 2005). This study
contributes to this nascent debate by further developing theory on WLB support as
a social practice. The concept of WLB support in this study not only encompasses
formal WLPs that are built into terms of employment but also includes gendered
cultural norms relating to ‘work’, ‘life’ and ‘work-life balance’. I conceptualise WLB
support as a social practice that is the dynamic interplay between cultural norms
on ‘work’, ‘life’ and ‘WLB’, formal WLPs and the actions and interactions of people
in organisations. My contribution to the field of work-life research is to further
elaborate the notion of WLB support. To do so, I draw on the theories on
organisational culture that are introduced below.

Work-life balance support as a social practice
To understand WLB support thoroughly, it is important to take organisational
culture into account. Scientific research within work-life studies indicates that
several elements of ‘work-life culture’ play a role in whether employees make use of
the WLPs offered, such as support from managers and co-workers, perceptions of
negative career consequences and gendered perceptions of policy use (see for
example Dikkers, et al., 2007; McDonald, et al., 2007; Thompson, et al., 1999).
20
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However, most studies on work-life culture conceptualise organisational culture as
a static and shared phenomenon. Furthermore, in these studies gender is treated
as a separate variable rather than as an intrinsic part of organising. In my study,
by contrast, I draw on theories of organisational culture that emphasise: 1) the
dynamic nature of culture; 2) conflict and ambiguity alongside unity in culture 3)
the genderedness of culture. This approach will enable me to paint a richer, more
dynamic picture of WLB support in organisations.

The dynamic nature of culture
First, I study the dynamic nature of cultural norms in organisations. The actions
and interactions of individuals can lead to cultural norms being amended or
reproduced, and cultural norms inform the actions and interactions of individuals.
I thus see culture as a dynamic process, a social practice that is continuously being
produced or reproduced through the actions and interactions of individuals in
organisations (Gherardi and Poggio, 2001). Viewing culture in this way highlights
the complex relationship between the organisational structure and the agency of
people in organisations, and it reveals the impact of subjectivity and power on the
continuous evolution of cultural norms. Studies on cultural norms by Dick and
Hyde (2006) relating to part-time work in the UK police force and by Brandth and
Kvande (2002) on fathers’ use of parental leave in Norway highlight how employees
actively negotiate, resist or appropriate cultural norms in organisations and show
that resistance and compliance can go hand in hand.
I base the analysis of the dynamics of organisational culture on the conceptualisation of organisational culture as a social practice (Gherardi and Poggio, 2001;
Poggio, 2006; Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki, 2001; Yanow, 2003). The social practice
perspective focuses on what people actually say and do in organisations and how
they say and do this. Through the lens of social practice, it is possible to examine
both the structures and the actions of people within those structures. Structures
are sets of social rules that include norms, procedures, conventions and resources
(Giddens, 1984). When people in organisations act, they draw upon these structures
while at the same time their very actions reproduce or modify these structures
(Whittington, 2006). Work-life policies and cultural norms are part of the structures
that employees and managers have to relate to when trying to balance work and
private obligations or when trying to support WLB. Three categories of cultural
norms will be taken into account: norms relating to ‘work’, norms relating to ‘life’
and norms relating to ‘work-life balance’. Of course this is an analytical distinction.
In reality, these norms are very much intertwined, just as work and private life are
not separate spheres of life, but are intrinsically intertwined in many different
ways. Furthermore, what exactly constitutes ‘work’, ‘life’ and ‘WLB’ are matters of
21
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debate (see for example Eikhof, et al., 2007; Gambles, et al., 2006). Does work only
include paid work or does it also include unpaid care work or volunteer work? Is life
everything that is not work or does life encompass a myriad of activities, including
paid work? Does WLB always imply a trade-off where work and private life are
opposed to each other or could work and private life actually work in synergy as
well? Although work is also part of one’s life, I will make an analytical distinction
between the categories of work and life. In this study, work is defined as paid work.
Norms relating to work in this study include ideal worker norms, norms on time and
availability, norms on performance and norms on career. I would like to stress that
‘life’ in this study encompasses a variety of private life activities including leisure
activities, volunteer work, and activities involving family care. However, the
empirical material of my study revealed that private life in organisational practices
is almost exclusively equated with childcare. In this study, norms relating to
private life include norms on motherhood and fatherhood. Norms relating to
work-life balance include norms on responsibility for WLB, norms on the room for
life at work, norms on entitlement to support and norms on what kind of support
should be on offer. These cultural norms influence and are a part of organisational
practices, policies and interactions while at the same time these practices, policies
and interactions produce, reproduce or modify cultural norms in organisations.

Conflict and ambiguity in culture
Second, this dissertation emphasises that culture is not only that which is shared in
an organisation. Several studies on ‘work-life culture’ (see for example Dikkers, et al.,
2007; Thompson, et al., 1999) define organisational culture as shared assumptions,
beliefs and values, which express the communalities, consensus and homogeneity
within the organisational culture. But there is more to organisational culture than
unity. Earlier studies on organisational culture have shown that conflict (Alvesson,
1993) and ambiguity (Feldman, 1991; Kunda, 1992) are also part of organisational
cultures. Lewis (2007) focuses on the cultural norms on time in the accountancy
profession, and hers is one of the few studies in the work-life field that focuses on
conflicting norms. This dissertation builds on Martin’s (2002) three perspective
theory of culture and the work of Ybema (1996; 1997) which enables an examination
of culture as a conflicting and ambiguous phenomenon. I not only study the cultural
practices that are shared throughout the organisation (the integration perspective),
but also the cultural practices that are interpreted differently by different groups
within an organisation (the differentiation perspective) as well as ambiguous or
paradoxical practices within an organisation (the fragmentation perspective). This
will provide a better understanding of the complexity of the notion of WLB support
and thus contribute to the work-life literature.
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Gender in organisational culture
Third, I see social practices as being inherently gendered (Gherardi, 1994). Gender
pertains to the socially and culturally produced divisions between men and women,
masculinity and femininity (Benschop, 1996). Gender is at the heart of organising
and is continuously produced and reproduced in organisations. Although gender
plays an important part in organisational culture, few studies in the work-life field
take gendered organisational cultures into account. Gender studies (Alvesson and
Due Billing, 2009) show us that there are different ways to consider the influence
of gender in organisations. One way is to look at gender as a separate variable and
another way is to look at gender as an intrinsic part of all organisational practices.
The study on work-life culture of McDonald et al. (2007) is an example of the first
approach. It highlights the gendered perception of the use of WLPs as one of the
elements of work-life culture but does not investigate the role that gender plays in
the other elements of work-life culture, such as the support of managers and
co-workers, and career consequences. In this dissertation, I advance these studies
by looking at gender as an intrinsic part of organisational culture, and I build on
the few studies in the work-life field that take the second approach (see for example
Gambles, et al., 2006; Lewis, 1996; Rapoport, et al., 2002; Smithson and Stokoe,
2005; Sullivan and Lewis, 2001). These studies provide a deeper understanding of
how WLB support is gendered.

Research questions
The central question that guides this dissertation is: How can the concept of WLB
support as a social practice be developed through an investigation of the characteristics of the dynamic interplay between cultural norms, formal WLPs and the
ways in which managers and employees negotiate, resist or appropriate available
WLB support? To answer this question, the study develops a theoretical framework
that confronts and combines insights and concepts from Martin’s theory of
organisational culture, social practice theory and gender theory. The combination
of these theoretical perspectives allows me to investigate WLB support as a
dynamic, shared, differentiated, ambiguous and gendered social practice. Through
the successive chapters of this dissertation, I will combine this cultural perspective
with other theoretical perspectives and use this to explore various practices of
WLB support. This exploration will be guided by the following questions:
a) How is WLB support represented on company websites and what role do
cultural norms relating to work, private life and WLB play in these representations? This question is answered in chapter 2 which highlights the ambiguities
in representations of WLB support.
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b) How are boundaries between work and private life placed and maintained in
organisations, and how do managers and employees deal with the
organisational work-life boundaries? In chapter 3, I develop the concept of
organisational boundary work to explore this question both theoretically and
empirically. The chapter highlights WLB support as shared, differentiated,
ambiguous and dynamic practice.
c) In what way are the social practices of part-time and full-time work dynamic
and differentiated and what are the implications for the production,
reproduction or change of inequality regimes? This question is addressed in
chapter 4, which focuses on part-time work as the most prominent form of
WLB support offered and taken up in Dutch organisations. Chapter 4 highlights
the dynamic and gendered nature of WLB support.
d) How does WLB support indicate a shift in the nature of the employment
relationship? Chapter 5 zooms out to investigate the implications of WLB
support for the employment relationship more generally. This chapter
highlights the ambiguities of WLB support.

Research approach
This dissertation uses an in-depth qualitative case-study approach to empirically
explore and develop the theoretical concept of WLB support as a social practice.
Empirical data was gathered in two studies. The first was a case study of official
organisational communication on WLB support on company websites of 10
international companies. Chapter two, entitled Representations of Work-Life
Balance Support, is based on this study. For the second study, I selected three cases
for a comparative case-study of WLB support as a social practice and this study
forms the basis for the other chapters.
The research approach is a combination of deductive and inductive elements. The
deductive element began with an extensive literature study of research and
theories on work-life issues and organisational culture, to identify important
insights and gaps in existing knowledge. The choice for a qualitative case study
approach, the case selection, data-gathering methods (interviews, observations,
documents), the interview guide and phase one of the analysis (thematic coding)
were all guided by this exploration of existing research and theories. This deductive
approach is supplemented by an inductive approach in subsequent stages of the
research. Interviews were semi-structured allowing for additional themes to emerge
from the interviews. In fact, respondents were asked explicitly to contribute any
information they considered relevant to the research theme. Furthermore, I
specifically searched the data for the presence of additional insights or themes. In
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the later stages of the analysis, I inductively explored how WLB support played a
role in the data. The two themes that form the basis of chapter three (organisational
work-life boundaries) and chapter four (different categorisations of part-time and
full-time work) emerged from the inductive phases of analysis.

Study 1
The first study is a case study of the official organisational representations of WLB
support found on company websites. I was guided by three criteria when selecting
websites. Firstly, companies should position themselves overtly as supportive of
work-life balance for their employees. Secondly, the websites should contain
information on WLB. This information was found in larger companies rather than
small ones, since large companies are more likely to offer a variety of formalised
WLPs. Thirdly, the websites should contain information on WLB in Dutch or English.
Several of the companies selected had websites for a number of countries that
included different information on WLB. On this basis, 24 websites belonging to ten
large companies were selected. See table 1 in chapter 2 for an overview of the
companies and the websites. The first study is not intended as a systematic
international comparison. Instead, the focus is on an in-depth analysis of company
communication on WLB support by exploring variation within websites.

Study 2
Study 2 is a comparative case-study of WLB support in three Dutch organisations
in three different sectors.

Case search and selection
Strategic case selection was employed to find suitable cases. To select a small
number of very diverse cases, the method of maximum variation sampling was used
(Patton, 2002). This enabled me to arrive at two types of findings “(1) high-quality,
detailed descriptions of each case, which are useful for documenting uniqueness,
and (2) important shared patterns that cut across cases and derive their significance
from having emerged out of heterogeneity” (Patton, 2002, p.172). The first criterion
when selecting cases was expected differences in cultural practices. I looked for
cases that would enable me to understand the complexity of WLB support in
organisations. On this basis, I selected cases in three sectors. Two of them were
expected to involve two very contrasting sets of cultural norms. Firstly, the
accountancy sector because I expected cultural norms in this sector (e.g. long-hours
culture and ideal image of the consultant) (Alvesson and Robertson, 2006;
Merilainen, et al., 2004) to hinder WLB and the use of WLPs. I selected a local
municipality because I expect cultural norms in the public administration sector
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(for example, exemplary flexible work arrangements and image of the civil servant)
to facilitate WLB and the use of WLPs (Dikkers, 2008). Organisations in public
administration usually are expected to set an example when it comes to issues that
are themselves aspects of government policies. The health sector does not so much
represent an extreme on cultural norms. However, it is an interesting sector
because of two reasons. Firstly, 80% of employees in this sector are women (Merens
and Hermans, 2009) and part-time work is very widespread. Secondly, cultural
norms may be very diverse because the sector encompasses very diverse occupational
groups. For example, cultural norms regarding work, life and WLB may be very
different for physicians and for nurses. I selected a hospital because I expect that
cultural norms can both impede and facilitate the use of WLPs and the WLB of
employees. Within these three sectors, the selection of organisations depended on
practical factors such as access to companies.
Three organisations were selected as cases. The first case is a large accountancy firm
(which I refer to as Accountancy). Accountancy is one of the leading companies in the
sector and employs almost 5,000 employees. The second case is Munici, a medium-sized
municipality employing around 1,800 employees. The third case, Hospital, is a local
hospital that employs 2,300 employees. In addition, Hospital is home to several
physician partnerships. Both nurses and physicians were included in the study.

Data collection and data sources
The data gathering is based on triangulation and comprises a combination of
observation, the selection of documents, individual and group interviews with line
managers and employees and individual interviews with HR managers.
Observations
Observations were conducted in two different departments within each organisation,
making a total of six departments. The observations were mainly conducted prior
to the interview phase. Observations included observations of the physical
environment, the actors and the activities and interactions. I made notes during
the observations and/or directly after them. Notes included descriptions of the
physical location such as the layout of the department, the arrangements of desks,
the location of the manager, the presence or absence of photographs related to
private lives. I also made notes that described those present (such as their sex, an
estimate of their age and, if apparent from conversations, their function in the
organisation). I also made notes on the interaction between members of the
organisation, such as whether it was work-related or more informal in nature.
These observations provided a context during the interviews and analysis that
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followed. The observations also provided input for further exploration during the
interviews.
The observations varied according to practical considerations such as the type
of work carried out and the physical environment. At Hospital, I was able to observe
more actively in each of the two departments. I shadowed a nurse during an entire
shift and also helped with physical patient care, such as washing patients. At
Munici, in one department I sat or walked around the department for a day, while
taking notes and sometimes asking questions. The department had a very open
layout which permitted a good overview of the department. In the second
department within Munici, I participated in a two-hour departmental meeting (in
which I introduced my research). I carried out further observations by arriving half
an hour early for each interview and using that time for observations. At
Accountancy, I sat in the office of employees to observe their work and interaction
in both departments. I also engaged in informal conversation about what employees
were doing or asked questions about interaction with colleagues that I had
observed.
Documents
Documents were gathered in all three organisations. These included policy
documents, information brochures, internet and intranet information, terms of
employment and staff magazines. Appendix 1 gives an overview of these documents.
Interviews
A total of 44 (group or individual) interviews were conducted with 57 different
respondents (see appendix 2 for an overview of respondents). The interviews took
place between December 2006 and March 2007 (Munici) and between November
2008 and April 2009 (Accountancy and Hospital). The respondents of the individual
interviews worked mainly in the departments where I had conducted my
observations. Respondents were selected in various ways. Managers of departments
were selected by my contact in each organisation. The managers then asked their
employees if they were willing to participate in the research and distributed the
information leaflets about the research that I had provided them with. Since group
interviews were conducted with respondents from the whole organisation, these
were selected via the organisation’s intranet and/or posters in the cafeteria. Each
interview lasted from 1.5 to 2.5 hours. The interviews were recorded with the
permission of the respondents. The recordings were subsequently transcribed
verbatim, anonymised and sent to the respondents for checking.
Interviews with employees focused on organisational culture, formal WLPs,
how formal or informal organisational practices encouraged or hampered the use of
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WLPs and their expectations of support from their employer to achieve a balance
between work and private life. The diversity of the interviewees was maximised by
including a mix of men and women, older and younger employees, employees with
and without children, employees employed in a variety of positions, and those who
used WLPs and people who did not use WLPs. Interviews with line managers focused
on their role in granting WLPs including the criteria they used and their view on
the role of employees and employers regarding WLB and WLB support. The
interviews with HR managers focused on policy and addressed topics such as formal
WLPs, the target groups of WLPs, the rationale for introducing WLPs and the mutual
expectations between employers and employees regarding WLB support (see
appendix 3 for the topic lists of the interviews).
All interviews were semi-structured in nature. Respondents were encouraged to
introduce additional topics if they considered these to be relevant to the research
and were asked to share stories about experiences related to WLB support.
Furthermore, I specifically asked respondents to elaborate on the statements they
made, for example by asking for examples or asking them to describe specific
situations or incidents that they referred to. This enabled me to obtain much richer
data.
An interview situation is not simply a knowledge-building human encounter, but
interviews are complex social events (Alvesson, 2011) that are produced by both
interviewers and respondents (Essers, 2009). Respondents’ representations may be
a result of their intention to provide me as researcher with knowledge about WLB
support in their organisation. However, political interests and other motives,
impression management and identity work may also have influenced respondents’
accounts (Alvesson, 2011). Furthermore, as an interviewer, I participated in the
representation of WLB support during the interviews (Essers, 2009). My questions
or reactions to questions undoubtedly influenced how respondents represented
their experiences. Furthermore, my own biography and position would also have
affected the interviews. For example, during the interviews at Accountancy and
Hospital, I was clearly pregnant. This could have influenced respondents’ stories
about working mothers (for example by giving more positive views on working
mothers). It also helped to establish a positive rapport with other working mothers,
which may have made them more forthcoming. My pregnancy was also a very
visible testimony of the fact that work and private life cannot be separated. My
pregnant body was a visual reminder of that I was not only a researcher but also a
human being with interests and obligations outside work. My pregnancy was often
the subject of questions, such as whether I had other children. I believe these
interactions influenced the atmosphere during the interviews and often made
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interaction with the respondents less formal and more personal. Furthermore,
during interviews at Accountancy, I also mentioned my past experiences as a
consultant. This might have made my position less that of an outsider and more of
an insider position, which in turn could have influenced the respondents’
representations.
Not withstanding the complexities that are related to interview situations and
interview material I do believe, in line with reflexive pragmatism (Alvesson, 2011),
that interviews can be used as a valuable means to gain insights into WLB support
in organisations. This requires a reflexive approach in the interpretation of the
interview material (Alvesson, 2011; Alvesson, et al., 2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg,
2009), which will be discussed in the following paragraph on data analysis.

Data analysis
In a first step, I employed content analysis to analyse what was said in the
interviews, documents, observations and websites, systematically using the
concepts of the theoretical framework. These concepts were used as initial broad
codes and included WLB, WLPs, organisational culture, support from supervisors,
support from co-workers, gender, the use of WLPs and employer and employee
expectations of WLB support. The documents, interview transcripts and observation
records were coded using Atlas ti. During this first coding phase, I also wrote
memos (Miles and Huberman, 1994) to record first ideas that came to mind when
coding (sections of) a particular interview. In Atlas ti, I linked these memos to the
particular section(s) that had triggered the ideas in the first place. I composed
memos on my initial ideas about salient points and memos about additional
important themes that emerged from the data. I also recorded initial ideas about
analysis in memos.
In the second step, these memos formed the basis of an additional and more
specific phase of coding in which supplementary broad codes or more specific sub
codes were used to explore the content of the data further.
The third step of the analysis was linked to the specific research questions of
the various chapters. Based on these questions, I selected relevant excerpts for a
more thorough analysis in which I analysed the texts in relation to multiple
contexts, from a critical perspective. This analysis was guided by a reflexive
approach (Alvesson, 2011; Alvesson, et al., 2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009).
Reflexivity stands for “conscious and consistent efforts to view the subject matter
from different angles, strongly avoiding the a priori privileging of a single, favoured
angle and vocabulary, including a focus on the details of texts” (Alvesson, 2003, p.
25; 2011, p. 106). ‘Texts’ in this dissertation include excerpts from interview
transcripts, website texts and organisational documents. ‘Critical’ refers to
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attention for the processes of power and privilege that play a role in constructions
of social reality in texts. The analysis focused not only on what is explicit in the
text but also on what is implicit in the text. I examined which constructions of
‘reality’ are included in the texts and which representations are silenced and thus
excluded from the texts. In each chapter, I analyse whether and how assumptions
and cultural norms related to work, life and WLB are explicitly or implicitly included
and excluded in the texts. This enabled a critical investigation of which
constructions of WLB support are produced, reproduced or changed in relation to
who may benefit and who may be disadvantaged by these particular constructions.
Furthermore, in line with my theoretical perspective I not only searched for
similarities but also actively searched for variations and possible multiple interpretations of the material as well. ‘Context’ in this dissertation is understood at
multiple levels. Of course, the micro-context is taken into account in every
chapter. This implies that texts of interviews, website or documents are analysed
in the context of other parts of that same text and in relation to other interviews,
websites or documents. Documents or website texts are analysed in relation to
their location on the website or in the document as a whole. In every chapter, texts
are also placed in the context of the daily practices that I observed in the
organisations. In chapter three the excerpts were put in the context of the daily
control practices that were observed and in the context of the physical environment
within departments, for example. Chapter four adds another level of context. Not
only are the micro-context and the observed daily practices taken into account,
but texts are also analysed in relation to the binary distinction between part-time
and full-time work that is part of societal and scientific debates. In chapter five,
texts on the role of WLB support in the employment relationship are analysed in
their micro-contexts and as well as in the contexts of organisational boundary
work practices and organisational practices relating to part-time and full-time
work. Additionally, the texts are analysed in the wider context of practitioner and
scientific debates concerning the nature of the employment relationship.

An overview of this dissertation
In Chapter 2, ‘Representations of work-life balance support’, I explore how WLB
support is officially represented on organisational websites and the role that
cultural norms on work, life and WLB play in these representations. The conclusions
of this chapter are based on an analysis of 24 websites of ten different companies,
all of which claim to be supportive of their employees’ work-life balance. This paper
highlights the ambiguities in and the genderedness of their representations of WLB
support. Their explicit, highly supportive messages conceal implicit, gendered, less
supportive messages about WLB support. These implicit messages are based on
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traditional, hegemonic norms relating to ideal workers and ideal fathers and
mothers.
Chapter 3, ‘Organisational boundary work. Exploring the room for life at work’,
develops the theoretical concept of organisational boundary work (OBW). I examine
how the boundaries between work and private life are placed and maintained in
organisations and how employees deal with these organisational work-life
boundaries. Cultural norms on the room for life at work in combination with
discursive and material controls play an important role in OBW. These cultural
norms and controls regulate how and when private matters may have a place at the
work floor. This paper highlights the differentiation and ambiguity in gendered
cultural norms on WLB support. The study also investigates the dynamics of WLB
support through an exploration of employee responses that produce, reproduce or
alter organisational boundaries. It also reveals agency and possibilities for microemancipation. The analysis is based on a case study in a Dutch municipality
(Munici).
Chapter 4, ‘On flying hours and mortgage nurses. Breaking down the part-time/
full-time dichotomy’, focuses specifically on the most salient WLP that is offered and
used in the Netherlands – part-time working. The chapter investigates how the
social practices of part-time and full-time work are dynamic and heterogeneous
and what their implications are for the production, reproduction or change of
inequality regimes. This study highlights the dynamic nature of WLB support. It
highlights how gendered work-related norms on time, performance and career are
produced, reproduced or changed through (inter)actions and practices in
organisations. The chapter is based on case studies in three different Dutch
organisations (Munici, Accountancy and Hospital).
Chapter 5, ‘Balance in the employment relationship’, is the concluding chapter of
the dissertation. This chapter provides a wider perspective and combines new
insights with those from the previous chapters. It investigates how WLB support
marks a shift in the nature of the traditional employment relationship, which used
to be confined to work only. It concludes that in the three case organisations,
shifts can be detected in the nature of the employment relationship. However,
remnants of the traditional employment relationship are still very much evident,
highlighting the ambiguity of WLB support. While private lives of employees are no
longer silenced completely and WLB in some organisations has become a shared
responsibility within the employment relationship, it is important to note that
WLB support only constitutes a break with the strict separation of the domains of
work and private life to a limited extent. WLB support as a social practice still
tends to maintain as much separation of work and private life as is possible and
discourages the blurring of boundaries.
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In the conclusion, I discuss the main contributions of this study, reflect on the
limitations of the dissertation, offer suggestions for further research and discuss
the practical implications of the study.
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REPRESENTATIONS OF WORK-LIFE
BALANCE SUPPORT 1
Introduction
Work-life balance is a hot topic, both in academic research and in professional
business practice. The combination of work and private life is quickly becoming
a central issue in different fields such as psychology, sociology, management,
organization studies and gender studies (Casper, et al., 2007; Den Dulk and De
Ruijter, 2008; Dikkers, et al., 2007; see the special issue in IJHRM: Fleetwood,
2007a; see the special section in the Journal of Occupational and Organizational
Psychology: Greenhaus, 2008; Kelly, et al., 2008; Lewis, et al., 2007; McDonald, et
al., 2007; Ryan and Kossek, 2008; Sullivan and Smithson, 2007; Van der Lippe and
Peters, 2007; Watts, 2009). Work-life balance is not only receiving much attention
in academic circles, but in professional business practice as well. An increasingly
popular strategy which companies use in order to distinguish themselves from
the competition on the labor market is to portray themselves as work-life balance
(WLB) supportive employers2. WLB support is an HRM strategy that employers
can use to attract and/or retain talented people. The popularity of WLB support
strategies is fuelled by lists and rankings of work-life supportive employers and
nowadays even awards can be won for one’s efforts, such as the ‘Business Week’
award for ‘The Best Companies for Work and Family’. Being top-listed here can
be beneficial to employers, as it can help to reinforce or establish their image of
being supportive to their employees’ WLB. The organization ‘Working families’ that
organizes ‘Employer of the year awards’ explicitly states these benefits: “Previous
finalists and winners have received extensive local and national media coverage
and their reputations as employers of choice have been enhanced” (Working
families.org.uk, 07-07-2005).
The Internet provides an interesting entry into corporate communications in
this area. Websites usher us into the intricate network of relationships between
organizations and their work-force, investors, competitors, customers, suppliers,
government officials, etc. These websites are accessible to the public, and they can
1 T his paper has been published as: Mescher, S., Benschop, Y. and Doorewaard, H. (2010).
‘Representations of work-life balance support’. Human Relations, 63, 21-39.
2 M
 any authors use the term “family friendliness” to indicate the employer’s approach towards
the issue of work-life balance. However, we feel that this suggests that WLB is an issue for
employees with children instead of a broader issue concerning the boundaries between work
and private life. We therefore use the term “work-life balance supportive” to underline that
WLB is a broad issue concerned with combining work with private life activities including
leisure activities, volunteer work and activities related to family care.
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be used to communicate corporate values and arrangements (Point and Singh, 2003).
Therefore, they furnish the ideal backdrop for studying the representations of
companies that claim to be WLB supporters.
This paper explores how WLB supportive organizations articulate this support
on their websites. We analyze the discursive constructions of work, life, balance
and WLB, and the implicit messages underneath the explicit information on the
websites. Twenty-four websites of ten different companies that claim to be WLB
supportive are studied.
First, we draw on strategic HRM, theories of power, and feminist organization
theories in order to better understand WLB support. In the following section, we
discuss the methodology used and the selection of the cases. Then, we present our
analysis of the websites and we end with a discussion.

Critically framing WLB support
A critical reflection on the strategic HRM literature will help us to gain a more
profound and detailed insight into WLB support as an HRM issue. Strategic HRM
builds on the (human) resource-based view of the firm (Barney, et al., 2001) which
stresses the uniqueness of the employees’ qualities for competitive advantage.
Strategic HRM has an important task in stimulating employees to develop their
unique qualities and to use these qualities in order to achieve long-term success.
WLB support, as a strategic HRM policy, is meant to contribute to employees’
retention and to further develop an employee’s unique capacities.
As Legge’s (2005) renowned critical analysis has shown, HRM literature is
dominated by normative HRM theories, and strategic HRM is clearly an exponent
of these. The mainstream presentation of strategic HRM consists of a simple, linear
conceptualization of the relationship between strategies, instruments, individual
outcomes and organizational outcomes. The implementation of HRM arrangements
supposedly leads to desired outcomes in terms of commitment, skills and knowledge
and to long-term organizational success. However, strategic HRM has often been
criticized as a poorly thought-out system-control model, one that is neither powerneutral nor gender-neutral (see for example Doorewaard and Benschop, 2003;
Watson, 2002). We will further elaborate on these major points of critique.
When it comes to the alleged power-neutrality, we would like to stress that
strategic HRM practices (and, therefore, WLB support practices, too) are indeed
power-based and, in relation to that, meaning-biased (Doorewaard and Benschop,
2003; Watson, 2002). In particular, we would like to focus on the implications
of the implicit form of power. Apart from explicit power influences, such as
bureaucratic control in the form of assessment procedures and career planning,
HRM practices often control in an implicit way, which can be framed in terms of
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so-called hegemonic power processes. Discourses on WLB have also been linked to
hegemonic power (Fleetwood, 2007) and we want to contribute to that perspective.
The concept of hegemony expresses the casualness with which many people
in various circumstances of daily life wield power or are subjected to it, without
fully being aware of this form of influence (Barker, 1993; Benschop and Doorewaard,
1998b; Hamilton in Bocock, 1986; Burawoy, 1979; Doorewaard and Benschop, 2003;
Doorewaard and Brouns, 2003; Doorewaard and Van Bijsterveld, 2001; Mumby and
Stohl, 1991). Hegemony reveals itself as a seduction rather than a threat. It is
a particular form of influence, one which is not based on the use of violence or
coercion, but on the normal and easy ‘way things go’ in the organization. Hegemonic
power processes proceed as (sub)routines, effectively regulating daily work flows
and interactions in work organizations, without being openly questioned or popping
up at the surface. Their implicit functioning effectuates the gradual acceptance
of organizational practices, even when these practices bring about unintended
side effects. Hegemonic power processes consist of concealed processes of meaning
formation that emerge as temporary, gradually changing fixities of meaning. They
are controlled by the assumptions, norms and values of a dominant group. During
processes of meaning formation certain conceptions of reality are organized in, while
other possible conceptions of reality are organized out (Mumby and Stohl, 1991).
These meanings are uttered in (non) verbal expressions of common sense notions.
Common sense notions portray dominant cultural norms in an organization as truths
and self-evidences that do not allow for discussion (‘this is just the way things are’).
These processes of meaning formation also involve identity formation. Processes of
meaning formation (re) produce consent or compliance with dominant organizational
discourse and acceptance of day-to-day practices, in spite of possible disadvantages
of these practices for some persons involved (Benschop and Doorewaard, 1998a).
We realize that the full complexity of hegemonic power processes cannot be
captured in a study that focuses on messages on corporate websites as research
objects. Neither identity formation processes nor the interpretation of messages
by employees can be analyzed in this way. The processes of meaning formation
consist of three analytically separable elements (Fairclough, 2003): the production
of the text, the text itself, and the reception of the text. Furthermore, meaning
formation depends on what is explicit in a text as well as what is implicit in a text
(Fairclough, 2003). We concentrate on the text itself as presented on the websites,
arguing that an analysis of texts on websites furthers our understanding of an
important part of the meaning formation process. Website texts allow us to gain
a better understanding of explicit and implicit messages companies provide about
WLB-support. Corporate websites represent the ‘official’ company discourse, the
discourse controlled by the company since it is the company that decides to place
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information on these websites and it is the company which gives its seal of approval.
The articulations of WLB on corporate websites, therefore, reveal which messages
of work, life and WLB have been ‘organized in’ (Mumby and Stohl, 1991) by the
company and – in so doing – they also reveal which messages are ‘organized out’,
i.e. excluded from the official discourse. We will discuss the possible (unintended)
effects of these explicit and implicit WLB messages.
Furthermore, we will examine the role gender plays in these hegemonic processes.
Hegemonic power is based on the acceptance and the taking for granted of implicit
cultural norms by organizational members. Cultural norms can be gendered and
hegemonic power processes can have different implications for men and women. This
is called hegemonic gender regulation, a specific form of hegemonic power where
(concealed) meaning formation processes result in the (re)production of gender
distinctions (Benschop and Doorewaard, 1998b). We turn to feminist organization
theory to further elaborate on this. Within feminist organization theory, a cultural
perspective has been developed in order to study the gendering of organization
culture (Gherardi, 1994; Mills, 2002). This perspective draws our attention to
the influence of implicit and explicit cultural gender norms on the outcomes of
arrangements that aim to support employees in their WLB. Organizational processes
and practices, in spite of being presented as gender neutral, have a gender subtext
through which gender distinctions are being (re)produced (Benschop, 1996). The
well-known concept of the ideal, disembodied worker reflects this gender subtext
(Acker, 1992). This concept can help us to understand that organization structures,
job descriptions and HRM arrangements contain rules and codes that include abstract,
ideal conceptions of ‘a worker’. The characteristics of this abstract worker are fulltime availability, mobility, high qualifications, a strong work-orientation and no
responsibilities in life other than the ones required by the organization. Although
presented as neutral, these characteristics are normative and, in day-to-day reality,
they correspond more to the assumed characteristics of male workers than to those
of female workers. Differentiated notions of the ‘ideal worker’ have been developed
which vary across different models of work organization (Benschop and Doorewaard,
1998b) and across various gender orders and societal contexts (Tienari, et al., 2002).
Similar to the notion of the ‘ideal worker’ are the cultural images of parents
(Kugelberg, 2006). In their study of accountancy and banking in the UK, Smithson
and Stokoe (2005) asserted that their respondents refer to a ‘generic female parent’
indicating that the responsibility for parenting and childcare lies with the mother,
not with the father. As Williams (2000, p. 30) puts it: “Mothers should have all the
time and love in the world to give”. The male breadwinner/female caregiver-ideology
is ‘alive and kicking’, as fathers are supposed to adhere to the cult of presenteeism
(Sheridan, 2004) in organizations. This gendered ideology has implications for WLB
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arrangements which becomes clear when we look at part-time work which is usually
not regarded as an option for men. Sense of entitlement is relevant here, which
refers to a sense that employees are entitled to express their needs for changing
standard working practices for private reasons and to have these needs met (Lewis,
1997; Lewis and Smithson, 2001).“Sense of entitlement is determined by social
comparison processes, influenced by social context and ideology and constructed
on the basis of social, normative and feasibility comparisons. It is different from,
albeit influenced by, actual legal or other objective entitlements” (Lewis and
Smithson, 2001, p. 1457, 1458). We argue that company websites contain explicit
and implicit power-based and gendered messages about entitlements that could
influence employees’ sense of entitlement.
All in all, we see the HRM issue of WLB support as a power-based, gendered
construct. We examine the explicit and implicit messages on work, life, and WLB
support. We study the cultural norms that can be distilled from these articulations,
including the concepts of the ‘ideal worker’ and the ‘ideal parent’ and discuss the
possible (unintended) effects of these messages.

Methodology
This study uses websites because of their accessibility and because they are a
vehicle for presenting corporate values and arrangements (Point and Singh, 2003).
Companies that claim to be WLB supporters are expected to substantiate this claim
on their websites. We have selected the company websites using the following
criteria. First, companies should explicitly position themselves as WLB supportive.
Second, the websites should contain information on WLB. This information was
found in larger companies, rather than small ones, since large companies would
be more likely to offer a variety of WLB arrangements. Third, the websites should
contain information on WLB in Dutch or English.
We selected companies from a number of suitable networks. We took companies
from a list of companies that are part of two WLB supportive networks: the network
‘Employers for WLB’ (an alliance of employers aimed at helping UK organizations to
implement and improve work-life strategies), and the network ‘Ambassadeursnetwerk’
(a Dutch network of company directors who actively stimulate the advancement of
women to higher positions). Furthermore, we selected companies from the list of
companies that have been ranked among the ‘100 Best Companies for Working
Mothers’ and the ‘Australian Work and Families Awards’. In total, we selected ten
large companies that had twenty-four websites in English, which we studied in
July and August 2005 and revisited in 2007.
Several of the companies selected have different websites in different
countries that contain different information on WLB. Although our focus was
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not on international differences, some differences are immediately apparent. The
websites are vastly different in the amount and the content of information that
is presented. For example, Dutch websites contain limited information on WLB.
In contrast, US, UK, AUS and, to a lesser degree, global sites usually offer extensive
information on the subject, including detailed information on policies and stories
told by employees. Even on websites of the same company these country differences
can be found. Institutional dynamics, regulations and legislation influence what is
happening in the workplace (Dickens, 2006), including the information provided
on websites. It is beyond the scope of this article to explore the institutional,
legislative and regulatory differences between the various countries, but it is likely
that such differences account for some of the variation that we encountered in our
website-study. For instance, in Australia, private sector organizations are required
to report to government on their Affirmative Action programs for women (Burgess,
et al., 2007 ) a requirement that is not paralleled in the Netherlands, where such
information can sometimes be found in social annual reports, but on a strictly
voluntary basis (Benschop and Meihuizen, 2002). See table 1 for an overview of the
companies and websites selected.

Table 1: selected companies and websites
Company
KPMG
PWC
Accenture
Xerox
British Telecom
ING
Shell
Unilever
IBM
BBC

Country websites
United Kingdom
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

United States The Netherlands
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Global

Australia

X

X
X
X
X

In this study we do not intend to conduct a systematic international comparison,
instead we focus on an in-depth analysis of company communication on WLB
support. We are especially interested in variation within the websites.
The websites were first analyzed by using content analysis, which refers to the
systematic analysis of texts (Segers, 2002). We looked at where the information
was presented and at whether the information consisted of figures on the use of
WLB arrangements, texts, or visuals. We examined the rationale for offering WLB
arrangements, and the types of policies offered. We also examined who were the
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designated beneficiaries and which employees were quoted on the website. Second,
the first author coded the website texts using work-life balance, work and life as
the main categories. In a third step, a more detailed analysis of the texts in their
contexts (Phillips and Hardy, 2002) was conducted to examine if and how the
theoretical notions of gender, ideal worker, ideal parent and entitlement play a
role in messages on work, life and WLB. We also searched for additional themes
emerging from the material. The themes ‘gendered voices’ and ‘right or privilege’
emerged in this way. Finally, the first author selected the excerpts that were most
articulate about WLB support. Of these excerpts, we analyzed both the explicit and
implicit messages about WLB support. All three authors participated in this phase
by looking at what was said in the text, what was silenced, in which context the
messages were conveyed, and whether there was any variation in the text. In doing
so, we were able to identify the instances in which WLB support had indeed been
supported, and the instances in which it had been challenged.

Explicit and implicit messages on WLB support
Websites express a wide range of rationales to offer WLB arrangements such as
attracting and retaining employees, encouraging diversity, improving individual
performance, enhancing employees’ motivation and morale and optimizing input.
The information on websites shows that all companies offer a combination of
the three different types of arrangements: childcare, leave options and flexible
work options. First, there are the arrangements aimed at supporting parents with
childcare. In the second group of arrangements, more time is allowed for enjoying
one’s private life by enabling the work hours to be reduced (e.g. leave arrangements
or part-time work). The third set of arrangements helps employees to balance their
work and private lives by allowing greater flexibility in when and where they work
(e.g. telecommuting, flexible hours).
Most websites contain stories or examples of employees who have taken
advantage of WLB arrangements. On fourteen websites there are forty-six instances
in which employees are given voice. These ‘voices’ consist of short quotes and
stories told by employees who have made use of WLB arrangements. We must be
aware of the status of these articulations. These stories have been selected in
order to represent the official company discourse on WLB. They have been approved
by the company, while other stories and examples have been omitted. Although
the stories are often presented as quotes by employees, it is likely that these
statements have been edited by the company. It is unclear whether such editing
is done in order to make the stories fit the company’s corporate identity or is done
just to make the stories fit the space limitations of the website. By analyzing
the voices of the employees on the websites, we will gain better insight into the
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company’s discourse. The following analyses indicate which arguments for using
WLB arrangements are articulated and which voices and arguments are silenced.

Gendered voices
Although the explicit message is that both men and women are designated as being
beneficiaries and WLB arrangements can be taken up for many different reasons,
the voices of the employees present a different pattern. Women are given voice most
often (56%) whereas 33 % of the voices are male. In 11% of the cases the voice is
unspecified. Despite the fact that we found many different employee rationales for
using WLB arrangements, we noticed that 60% of all the rationales for using WLB
were related to childcare. Most of these voices were female voices. Less often (10%)
rationales refer to hobbies, such as sports or music, for the most part articulated
by men. Other rationales were mentioned less often and include volunteer work,
care for the elderly, reducing commuting time, the need to accommodate the work
hours for the boss, retirement, travel, writing a book, health and study. Hence, the
predominant rationale for using WLB arrangements is childcare, which is usually
considered to be a female issue.
The gendering of voices is not always immediately obvious, as we can see in the
following excerpt, taken from the career section of the Global Accenture website.
This excerpt was found in a separate section on WLB.
Excerpt from Accenture Global website (2005/2007)
“We know how important it is for our employees to strike a balance between
their work and personal lives. With a serious commitment to flexibility in the
workplace and the convenience of laptops, wireless phones, Internet access to
email and a variety of other technological innovations, we can offer our people
a flexible approach- giving them an option for how and where they work. [link:
Read more about Flexible Work Arrangements]“
In this excerpt, Accenture uses very neutral terminology. In the first sentence
the word ‘employees’ is used, indicating that all employees are included. This is
enhanced by the use of ‘our people’ in the second sentence. The remaining part of
the page from which this excerpt was taken describes several WLB arrangements
that are available. Again Accenture consistently uses terms such as ‘people’ and
‘employees’, reflecting neutrality. However, if you were to follow the link ‘Read
more about Flexible Work Arrangements’, you would notice that neutrality falls
by the wayside. In addition to information on ‘Flexible Work Arrangements’, this
section includes three stories told by employees. These three employees are all
women who took up flexible working when they became mothers. Although flexible
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working is explicitly presented as gender-neutral, the fact that only women with
children speak, indicates that flexible working is implicitly seen as an issue of
concern for mothers.
Occasionally we found men’s voices on the websites. However, we noticed that
the men’s stories possess a different content then the women’s stories. The stories
told by men included the following:
- A story about a man who received a day’s paid leave to compete in a sports
tournament
- One man talking about his wife’s having taken advantage of WLB arrangements
- A story about two male directors sharing one job. The story is very long and half
of the story is not about job sharing. Instead, extensive attention is given to
their former jobs in which they worked for the army and were FBI-agents. There
is talk about Vietnam, hostage situations, weapons training, tactics training
and so on. It seems that the story is mainly used to affirm their masculinity.
- Three stories of men who made use of WLB arrangements because they became
fathers. These stories seem to be comparable in structure and content to
female stories. However, all of the men made use of WLB arrangements in
extraordinary situations: their babies were all premature and the health and
lives of the babies and their mothers were very much at risk.
These examples give an implicit message that men who are given voice take up WLB
arrangements that have limited consequences for the company and the employee
himself (one day paid leave, as opposed to, for example, part-time working,
parental leave). In the portrayal of men who do take up arrangements with more
consequences (such as job-sharing, paternity leave) the messages confirm men’s
masculinity or justify the use of these arrangements by a life or death situation.
Despite the fact that most websites officially offer the possibility to both men
and women for using certain WLB arrangements, there appears to be a gender-bias
in the depiction of the actual use of the arrangements. There is an implicit message
that women will make use of WLB arrangements for childcare reasons and that men
will make use of WLB for other reasons. Furthermore, men usually take advantage
of WLB arrangements that have limited career consequences.

Entitlement
Several websites carry messages that explicitly exclude some employees from using
available arrangements. For example, websites state that WLB-arrangements cannot
be used by employees who have fixed term contracts or work part-time and WLB
arrangements are not accessible to people working in certain roles or in certain
locations. Furthermore, some websites state that use of WLB arrangements is only
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reserved for managers or professionals, excluding all other workers. Some websites
state that access to WLB arrangements is conditional: use of WLB arrangements
is dependant on the number of years in service or strong future potential. The
restrictions are formulated in a gender neutral way: no company explicitly limits
the use of WLB arrangements to women or men. However, the restrictions do have
different implications for men and women. When certain arrangements cannot be
used by part-time workers this excludes more women than men, given their share
of part-time work. When access to WLB arrangements is reserved for management
and professional jobs, men have better access to WLB arrangements given their
representation in these jobs. Restrictions such as ‘not for every role or location’
and ‘strong future potential’ make access to WLB arrangements dependent on the
judgment of managers. WLB arrangements then become individual privileges to be
granted by managers and this might present a barrier for using WLB arrangements.
While the explicit information on a website does not exclude certain categories
of workers from using WLB arrangements, some employees might not feel free
to use them. Employees’ sense of entitlement is often influenced by implicit
messages. A sense of entitlement, for example, could be positively influenced if
both men and women can speak on the websites and if a variety of rationales
are articulated indicating that the use of WLB arrangements is not limited to
certain groups of employees. British Telecom, for example, explicitly mentions both
men and women as recipients of WLB arrangements and presents stories told by
of both men and women. However, this is not always the case. Many websites
spread implicit messages which could affect employees’ sense of entitlement in
a negative way. For example, if only those in non-core positions are given voice
and if only women are given voice, then chances are that only women in non-core
positions will feel entitled to use these WLB arrangements. If information on WLB
arrangements can only be found under experienced employees (e.g. KPMG UK site)
this might give graduate employees the impression that they cannot make use of
WLB arrangements.
We came across several examples of implicit messages which could hamper the
sense of entitlement. The first example we found was on the PWC US website where
employees talk about their use of WLB arrangements.
Excerpt: woman, Senior Manager Tax Products Delivery Group, PWC US (2005/2007)
“Mind you, telecommuting is not for everyone. And frankly, it can be a disaster
for the wrong person in the wrong situation. I’ve seen some extremely talented
people who couldn’t cope with it. You need to be disciplined, self- motivated
and work hard at over-communicating to compensate for the lack of time you
spend face-to-face with clients and colleagues”.
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The explicit information on the PWC US website does not restrict certain groups of
employees from using WLB arrangements. However, the excerpt suggests that some
WLB arrangements may not be meant for everyone, but only for those employees who
are disciplined, self-motivated and good communicators. It even communicates that
using these WLB arrangements can lead to ‘a disaster’. The phrase ‘to compensate
for the lack of time you spend face-to-face’ points at another implicit message that
might hamper a person’s sense of entitlement. The message is that: ‘…accepting
flexible work means that you miss the advantages of ‘face-to-face-communication’. By
pointing out the negative consequences of using WLB arrangements and emphasizing
that employees need specific qualities to use these arrangements, these messages
suggest that only a select group of employees are suitable for or are qualified to make
use of WLB-arrangements.
We found another implicit message that could hamper sense of entitlement in
the following excerpt from the KPMG case study on the Employers for Work- Life
Balance site.
Excerpt: women, secretary, KPMG UK (2005)
“Working for a Partner whose working pattern consists of starting early and
leaving mid/late afternoon to attend other meetings and commitments,
Margaret had always started at 8.00 am to accommodate and unofficially left at
4.00 pm on an ad hoc basis when work was complete, in order to avoid the “one
and a half hour” commute home.
Margaret, however, was always left with a “feeling of guilt” when leaving the
office early, as she felt that other Partners and their secretaries – who started
later - did not fully appreciate the hours she had worked during that day.”
Margaret then decides to formalize her work pattern by formally requesting for
‘glide time’. The company has agreed to this.
“Margaret says: ‘I now feel less guilty about leaving work early […]”
Despite the fact that she works eight hours each day, Margaret is portrayed as being
left with a feeling of guilt when she leaves early. This indicates how important
‘face-time’ is in the company and that being visible is equated with doing work.
The hours Margaret works in the early morning are invisible to her colleagues and
do not belong to ‘face-time’. Hence, leaving early might be seen as cutting corners.
The implicit message is clear: ‘be aware that flexible work and the lack of ‘facetime’ are not always appreciated’. This might hamper the sense of entitlement for
the message suggests that if employees use flexible work they are not able to do
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enough ‘face-time’ which is considered important in this company.

Right or Privilege
Another message conveyed in the many stories told by the employees is that WLB
arrangements are not an inherent right, but a favor or privilege granted by the
company. We will illustrate this implicit message with our analysis of the following
excerpts taken from the Accenture global website. The excerpts are part of an
interview with a female employee who works reduced hours and works from home.
Excerpt: woman, Human Resource Manager, Accenture Global (2005/2007)
“…as I was lucky enough to find a position on the Products SDM team where we
support executives throughout the Products Market Unit in various locations.
When I obtained the position, I also was allowed the privilege of working from
home as well as the reduced work schedule.”
“I know that I am really lucky and I value that a great deal.”
“Working from home and working part time is a luxury, so go with the flow and
it can make for a very positive and productive personal and professional life!”
In the first part of the excerpt the woman talks about being ‘allowed the privilege’
indicating that the use of WLB arrangements is not a right to be enjoyed by everyone.
Instead, it is a privilege for only a few, to be granted by the company. Furthermore,
the use of the term ‘lucky’ in the third sentence implies that being able to work
at home has to do with luck, that is, something that happens to you by chance
and not something you can influence yourself. The term ‘lucky’ also seems to
imply that being granted permission to work at home is not based on a transparent
decision process but entails an element of chance. The concluding sentence of the
story further strengthens the idea of WLB arrangements as a privilege for a few
lucky employees, by the use of the word ‘luxury’. Luxury suggests that this is
something that is expensive and enjoyable, but not essential or that it is a pleasure
or advantage that you will not often enjoy. If WLB arrangements are presented as
a luxury and privilege instead of a necessity for many employees, this message
suggests that access to WLB arrangements is restricted.

Ideal worker
Characteristics that the ‘ideal worker’ possesses include full-time availability,
mobility, high qualifications, and a strong work-orientation (Acker, 1992). When
applied to the issue of WLB, the concept of the ideal worker entails an additional
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cultural norm: ‘work should have priority over private life’. When we look at what is
expected of employees who want to move up the corporate ladder, we find another
norm. In order to advance their careers, employees often have to ‘go the extra mile’.
Employees can show that they are willing to ‘go the extra mile’, for example by
working more than fulltime and/or by taking on extra responsibilities and tasks.
We will now take a closer look at two examples which show how the concept of
the ‘ideal worker’ is implicitly included in the descriptions of WLB arrangements.
The following excerpt has been taken from the global site of Accenture UK. It is
highlighted as a local example of a program for increasing the advancement of
women.
Accenture UK (2005)
“The United Kingdom and Ireland’s alternative career path program, which allows
managers who need greater work/life balance than that typically afforded by
the traditional ‘up or out’ consulting work style to take a ‘career pause’ of up
to three years. This ‘career pause’ helps employees continue to work at their
current level without assuming the more intense activities (selling/thought
leadership among others) required to reach partner level. This pause can help
employees facilitate the transition to parenting, cope with elderly parent care
or deal with other family issues. When the ‘pause’ is complete, the employee
can resume the full scale responsibilities needed to advance to the next career
level.”
Accenture offers a ‘career pause’ to facilitate employees with family obligations.
A ‘career pause’ is not really a pause in the formal work obligations. There is no
mention of taking leave, working fewer hours or reducing contract hours. A career
pause means that employees do not have to take up extra tasks or responsibilities
such as ‘selling activities and thought leadership’. Usually the time spent on these
activities cannot be invoiced and that usually means doing overtime. Hence, a
career pause means working full time, but not having to ‘go the extra mile’. Please
note that the introduction of the career pause does not imply that the up or outnorm has been changed or even challenged. On the contrary, the last sentence
shows that full scale activities have to be taken up again after the career pause to
advance to the next career level. The WLB arrangement has simply been added to
the normal procedure and has even been restricted in time.
The following excerpt, taken from the Accenture global website, is part of an
interview with an employee who is using the WLB arrangements telecommuting
and working part-time. The interviewer asks the employee what clients think of
this arrangement.
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Excerpt: woman, Human Resource Manage, Accenture Global (2005/2007)
“I do not support just one client; I support executives from all parts of the
Products OG. I don’t believe it ever is seen as an issue because they are always
able to reach me via phone, Instant messenger, or email. I am reachable even
on my ‘day off’. The people I support know that if they want me to rearrange
my schedule I am able to do so.”
Although the employee is allowed to work part-time, she does not really have a
‘day off’. Clients can always contact her, and if clients need her to rearrange her
schedule she does so. Flexible work in this case means being flexible towards
the clients’ needs. The employee can work from home and work part-time, but
business has priority. Please take notice of the fact that there is no mention of the
same flexibility if a private need should arise (for example being able to let the
plumber in to fix the kitchen drain on a work day). Hence, it is a one way flexibility
accommodating work. It indicates that the norm that work should have priority
over private life is not challenged by this WLB arrangement.
Another example of work’s priority can be seen in Accenture offering flexible
childcare during the ‘tax season’. The tax season is the peak period in business and
in that period Accenture organizes childcare in situ. Childcare is even available in
the evenings and on Saturdays, which means that the employee can continue to
work in the evenings and on Saturdays. The flexibility that is offered primarily
serves business needs. In these examples, the cultural norm that ‘work prevails
over private’ is confirmed.
However, we found other articulations on WLB that are more ambiguous about
the cultural norm that ‘work prevails over the private’. The following excerpt has
been taken from the Xerox UK case-study on the website of Employers for WLB.
		
Xerox UK (2005)
“Xerox recognises that the motivated energetic problem solvers needed to
compete in today’s business world are not one-dimensional people whose only
commitment is work. The very best employees are not the people who sacrifice
everything else in their lives for the job. They are good, productive workers,
but they are also parents, partners, community volunteers and leaders.”
The use of the term ‘one-dimensional’ indicates that committing yourself only to your
work is something negative and is not regarded as ideal. The following sentences
reveal what the ideal worker is: someone who does not sacrifice other commitments
for work. This suggests that other commitments (like parenting, being a partner,
volunteer work, etc) can be equally important or even more important than work.
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Interestingly, this message that Xerox placed on the Employers for WLB website is not
mirrored by similar statements on the company website of Xerox UK. Instead, there is
a lot of talk about getting on the fast-track. The next excerpt is an example of this.
Xerox UK (2005)
“Express yourself represents the core values behind our name, and proclaims
Xerox as an elite employer, the place where top talents put their career on the
express track.“
Usually being on the fast track implies that you prioritize your career giving a
different implicit message about ideal workers (top talents). When there is talk
about top talents and the express track on the Xerox website, this is accompanied
by a silence on possible private needs of these top talents. By silencing private
needs, work is implicitly prioritized.
We also found this ambiguity on the IBM Australia website. The following
excerpt is taken from the section where information for working parents can be
found.
IBM Australia (2005/2007)
“We help new parents fit work around their new life, supporting them with……”
Notice the order in which work and private lives are described. Instead of helping
parents to fit their private responsibilities around work obligations, IBM talks about
fitting work around private life. Private life comes first and work comes second.
However, other messages seem to project that business needs come first instead of
private needs. The next excerpt was taken from a section on WLB programs.
IBM Australia (2005/2007)
“Job-sharing provides a flexible working arrangement aimed at meeting the
needs of IBM’s business and the needs of individual employees.“
The fact that business needs are mentioned first when referring to this WLB
program implicitly suggests that business needs have priority over private needs.
Therefore, there are also ambiguous messages on the IBM site concerning the norm
that ‘work prevails over private’.
All in all, we came across different messages, when analyzing the underlying
concept of the ideal worker. Some websites confirm the cultural norms of the ‘ideal
WLB worker’ (‘employees should be full-time and continuously available’, ‘work
should have priority over private life’ and ‘advancing your career means having
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to go the extra mile’). These websites present stories of employees who work more
than twelve hours a day or who work extra hours during the weekends and evenings
(while making use of childcare arrangements to support this lifestyle). We also
read stories of employees who use teleworking and tells us they are working more
hours at home than in the office. At the same time, we found websites where the
notion that work prevails over private life is both challenged and confirmed.

Ideal mothers and fathers
When we examined the articulations of WLB, we came across implicit norms
concerning the ‘ideal mother’ and the ‘ideal father’. Just like in the case of the
‘ideal worker’, we found different messages on different websites.
Unsurprisingly, on most websites we found that whenever there is talk about
childcare there is talk about mothers and not about fathers. The ‘ideal mother’ is
actively involved in childcare and, in order to be able to take care of her children,
she works flexibly or part-time. On these websites the concept of the ‘ideal mother’
is not mirrored by an ‘ideal father’ who is actively involved in childcare and who
uses WLB arrangements to be able to care for his children.
On some other websites the norm that childcare is the responsibility of women
is both challenged and confirmed. On the website of IBM Australia we find an
example where women and childcare are not automatically linked. The company
allows both men and women to take twelve weeks of paid leave following the birth
of a child. They also explicitly talk about the role of men in taking care of their
children.
IBM Australia (2005/2007)
“IBM’s new parental policy means that men now have the choice to act as the
primary caregiver, reflecting the changing roles in society where either parent
may be called upon to take responsibility for the care of a newborn child.”
Furthermore, the company participates in a pilot in which they offer men
a workshop where one of the following issues is addressed: Is it possible to be
both successful as a father and successful at work? However at the same time
IBM Australia implicitly confirms the norm that childcare is a mother’s issue. The
website features two stories of employees. The first is the starting text of the
parents’ section of the website and tells a story of a mother who works part-time
for childcare reasons. There is no story of a father here. The second story is placed
as the first text in the general WLB-section and this story is told by a man who
works flexibly to achieve his fitness goals. By only featuring a story of a woman as
a mother in the parents’ section and by the different featuring of the male story
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the norm that childcare is a mother’s issue is confirmed. Other companies challenge
the female caregiver ideology by giving voice to men who use WLB arrangements in
order to be able take care of their children. For example KPMG UK gives voice to a
male Manager in Audit who took a two-year career break to look after his new-born
baby while his wife returned to work.

Conclusion: support is not always supportive
This paper has explored how employers portray themselves as supporters of worklife balance (WLB) in texts found on twenty-four websites in several countries. Our
theoretical framework is based on a critical reflection on strategic human resource
management (SHRM) and feminist studies on organizational culture and focuses on
hegemonic power processes. We examined the combined influence of the implicit
and explicit messages as part of hegemonic power processes that include certain
messages about WLB and exclude others.
The explicit message on many websites is that the company supports
employees’ work-life balance by offering a wide range of WLB-arrangements. These
arrangements are meant for all employees. The explicit company’s discourse states
that WLB arrangements aim to improve the balance between the work and personal
lives of employees in many different ways. However, an in-depth analysis of the
implicit messages found on the websites sheds a different light on this official
picture. Our analysis revealed implicit messages regarding work, life, work-life
balance, ideal workers and ideal mothers.
These implicit messages have several negative implications. The portrayal of
WLB arrangements is gendered. Childcare is portrayed as the most obvious reason
for using WLB arrangements and this is considered to be a women’s issue. Men are
represented as using WLB arrangements mainly for other reasons than care. The
‘life’ part of work-life balance is depicted differently for men and women. Only one
dimension of women’s personal lives is portrayed: private lives of women consist
of care duties. Men’s private lives are far less visible on websites, but the portrayal
is more diverse: men study, travel, play sports, do volunteer work, write books
and sometimes take care of children. The majority of the websites reproduce the
traditional cultural norms of an ideal worker who is available full-time, who allows
work to prevail over private life, and who is willing to ‘go the extra mile’. The
dominant portrayal of women as mothers who use WLB-arrangements, and the
limited and different featuring of men as users of WLB-arrangements, reproduce
gendered images of ideal mothers and fathers and ideal workers whereby men
still can be ideal workers and women cannot. The implicit messages contain
entitlements that include some (groups of) employees and exclude others. This
could negatively influence employees’ sense of entitlement. The message is that
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only people who possess certain qualities and are willing to make career sacrifices
while still putting in extra hours and effort are entitled to use WLB arrangements.
Despite current legislation with regard to the rights held by employees, the use
of WLB arrangements is not presented as a right, but as a privilege granted by
the company and employees should be grateful for being awarded this privilege.
The dependence on the judgment of managers creates a difficult contradiction of
having to be an ideal worker to earn the privilege of using WLB arrangements, but
the use of flexible working, part-time work or teleworking makes it impossible to
be an ideal worker.
We recognize here the working of (gendered) hegemonic power processes, based
on dominant cultural norms that are portrayed as unquestionable truths. This
portrayal could (re)produce consent or compliance with the dominant organizational
discourse and daily practices in organizations despite possible disadvantages of
these practices. The explicit messages of WLB support are formulated in rational,
inclusive, gender neutral language. These explicit messages cover the implicit,
excluding and highly gendered message. It is important to note that the implicit
messages do not result from malevolent intent or manipulation. These messages,
which fit within the dominant norms on work, workers and WLB practices, simply
sneak through the backdoor, if all people involved (management, HR advisors,
employees) accept and confirm them as a matter of fact. When people identify
themselves with the implicit norms, then the circle of hegemonic power is closed.
Sometimes explicit messages seem to create small cracks in this circle of
hegemonic power. Some websites do not only confirm the concepts of the ‘ideal
worker’ and ‘the ideal parent’, but in a few instances they challenge these concepts
as well. The cracks begin to appear on the surface when ideal workers are explicitly
presented as employees who use WLB arrangements and who do not ‘sacrifice
everything else in their lives for the job’. Or when men are explicitly offered the
option to use WLB arrangements in order to assume responsibility in childcare.
Yet, as long as these messages only occur seldom and are only found alongside the
implicit dominant hegemonic messages, the power of hegemony is not broken.
To conclude, our study also presents several limitations. First of all, our
research objects, the websites, do not allow us to fully capture hegemonic power
processes in all their complexity. Our study has been limited to analyzing the
combined influence of explicit and implicit messages as part of hegemonic power
processes. Further research should investigate how these messages are received
and interpreted by (potential) employees to capture the meaning formation
processes on WLB. Second, we do not know anything about the actual practices in
organizations. Research by Fleetwood (2007b) shows that discourses and practices
can become detached from each other. Further research should explore to what
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extent actual practices in organizations are in line with the implicit and/or
explicit messages on websites. Third, gender is not the only relevant factor in
the workplace, but factors such as class, race and sexual orientation are also very
important. However, the website material only provides information on gender and
does not allow us to, for example, make a class or race analysis. Lastly, our study
hinted at international differences, but we did not explore these in-depth. Further
research should address how institutional, legislative and regulatory differences
between the various countries influence website messages on WLB support.
Notwithstanding these limitations the paper makes a noteworthy contribution
by showing the ambiguity of messages on WLB support. Representations of WLB
support should not be accepted uncritically, as the majority of websites that were
analyzed reproduce traditional cultural norms regarding ideal workers and parents
and the power of hegemony remains unbroken.
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ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARY WORK: 3
EXPLORING THE ROOM FOR ‘LIFE’ AT ‘WORK’
Introduction
The growing intensification of work and life has made the concept of work-life
balance (WLB) a much debated topic in science and society (Casper, et al., 2007;
Eikhof, et al., 2007; Fleetwood, 2007; Greenhaus, 2008; Kossek, et al., 2010; Lewis,
et al., 2007; Van der Lippe and Peters, 2007; Watts, 2009). Employers have channelled
this attention for WLB into the introduction of work-life policies (WLPs) for
employees such as flexible work policies, leave policies, childcare policies and
part-time work. The debate on work-life balance and the introduction of work-life
policies could lead to more attention to and more room for private life at the
workplace. It brings to the fore the relevance of earlier debates in gender studies
on the boundaries between work and private life (Brouns, 1995; Pateman, 1989).
This debate evolved around the traditional gender paradigm where the public and
the private sphere were separated and the strict division of women and men over
these separate spheres of life. Women were assigned to the private sphere and men
were to inhabit the public sphere. Later discussions showed that this strict
separation of spheres is mainly a cultural division and in reality these spheres are
more intertwined than these cultural images portray (Fraser, 1989; Pateman, 1989).
At present the discussion on the public and private divide is less prominent on the
agenda since more and more women have entered the labour market. The increased
participation of women in paid work and the current attention for work-life balance
seems to point to a emerging new gender paradigm were the public and private are
intrinsically intertwined and women and men take up positions in both domains.
However, does this mean that the gendered cultural images on separate spheres
have also disappeared in organisations? The organisational construction of
work-life balance as a women’s issue (Smithson and Stokoe, 2005) shows that there
are still influential residues of the traditional gender paradigm in organisations.
Although the issue of WLB and WLPs are important organisational issues,
historically research on WLB in general and research on the boundaries between
work and private life have a strong individual focus (Casper, et al., 2007; Eby, et al.,
2005; Warhurst, et al., 2008), leaving the organisational level relatively under
researched. In this paper we combine boundary theory with studies on control and
organisational culture to develop the concept of ‘organisational boundary work’.
3 E arlier versions of this paper were presented at the Community, Work and Family conference
in 2009 and at the European Group for Organizational Studies (EGOS) conference 2010.
The paper is currently under revision for Journal of Management Studies.
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Using this concept we explore both theoretically and empirically the cultural
boundaries between ‘work’ and ‘life’ in organisations. How do managers and
employees deal with work-life boundaries nowadays? To what extent do we find a
new gender paradigm, in which strict work-life boundaries seem to have disappeared?
Or, do we find residues of a traditional gender paradigm in organisational boundary
work?
In the next section we develop the concept of ‘organisational boundary work’.
We look at theories and studies on boundaries, control and organisational culture
to explore how work-life boundaries are placed and maintained in organisations
and how managers and employees deal with organisational boundaries. After
explaining the methodology of this study we investigate the organisational
boundary work in a Dutch municipality that has implemented WLPs. In the
discussion section we reflect on the contributions of our study.

Towards an organisational perspective on boundary work
At face value, it may seem logical for an organisation to create and maintain
boundaries between work and private life for it is often assumed that issues at
‘home’ might negatively interfere with ‘work’ (Rapoport, et al., 2002). Nevertheless,
creating and maintaining strict work-life boundaries belongs to a traditional
gender paradigm, that presupposes that there is always someone (read, a woman)
at home taking care of private matters, while the partner (read, a man) is at work.
During the past decades, the widespread strength of this paradigm in the
Netherlands has faded out, mainly due to the growing participation of women on
the labour market. This change in labour market participation of women evoked a
growing attention for work-life balance, the development of new legislation on
organisational work-life policies, and could lead to more emphasis on work-life
issues within the employment relationship. All this makes the strict boundaries
between work and private life less self-evident. Nowadays, organisations have to
deal with the tension between maintaining a strict work-life boundary that
allegedly helps to improve organisational performance, and the increasing demand
from employees and society to make work-life boundaries more permeable. In order
to study the organisational practice regarding work-life balance support, we
develop the concept of ‘organisational boundary work’ by building a theoretical
framework based on boundary theory, studies on organisational control and on
organisational culture, and feminist organisation studies on gendered social
practices in organisations.
Boundary theory (Ashforth, et al., 2000; Nippert-Eng, 1996a, b, 2002) helps us
to analyze the complexity of work-life practices in organisations. Boundary theory
addresses the cultural boundaries that divide different realms in life. People
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engage in what Nippert-Eng (1996b) terms ‘boundary work’: “the strategies,
principles and practices we use to create, maintain and modify cultural boundaries.”
Focusing on the cultural boundaries between work and home, Nippert-Eng (1996a,
1996b) points at the following four elements of boundary work. First of all,
boundary work is a mental activity that helps people to segment or integrate work
and home. Boundary work is a mindset concerning the norms and values about
what we consider ‘home’- and ‘work’-issues. Secondly, boundary work involves the
anchoring of work-home norms in and through actual social and cultural practices.
Boundary practices evolve around “calendars and keys, clothes and appearances,
eating and drinking, money, people and their representations (...), talk styles and
conversations...” (Nippert-Eng, 1996a, p. 563). Thirdly, boundary work includes
both boundary placement and boundary transcendence. Boundary placement is
needed to draw the exact line between work and home, whereas boundary
transcendence arranges the mental jump back and forth between both realities
(e.g. when a person goes home after a working). In this paper we will focus on
boundary placement. Fourth, boundaries can be more or less permeable. Permeability
is the degree to which a person physically located in one domain allows intrusions,
distractions or interruptions from the other domain or domain members to enter
(Nippert-Eng, 1996a, 1996b). Permeability is one of characteristics of boundaries
that determine the degree of integration or segmentation of work and home.
We investigate one-way permeability: the extent to which intrusions, distractions
or interruptions from the home domain are allowed to enter the work domain.
We find the concept ‘boundary work’ a promising and appealing concept to
analyze work-life practices in organisations. However, although boundary theory
recognizes the influence of formal and informal workplace rules as possible
constraints or enablers for individual boundary work (Nippert-Eng, 2002), in
boundary theory and in studies based on boundary theory (Ashforth, et al., 2000;
Rau and Hyland, 2002) the focus is usually on the individual level. In this article,
we turn our attention to the organisational level by exploring ‘organisational
boundary work’, that is the strategies, principles and practices in organisations
that create, maintain and modify the cultural boundaries between work and
private life. ‘Organisations’ in this study are understood as frameworks of
structures, practices and norms within which different social forces and agents
operate to generate outcomes. In order to study ‘organisational boundary work’,
we need to extent the original concept ‘boundary work’ with characteristics of
organisational control and organisational culture.
First of all, the study of ‘organisational boundary work’ implies a research focus
on the strategies and practices of control concerning the creation and maintenance
of work-life boundaries within organisations. Recently attention has been called to
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the importance of both bureaucratic and discursive controls in organisations
(Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Zanoni and Janssens, 2007). Discursive control
concerns the regulating influence of dominant management discourses in
organisations. For instance, a discourse that constructs use of work-life policies
(WLPs) as a privilege instead of a necessity for many employees restricts access to
these WLPs (Chapter 2). Discursive control is often mediated via processes of
identity regulation through which employees develop work orientations “that are
deemed congruent with managerially defined objectives” (Alvesson and Willmott,
2002, p. 619). Referring to Reed (2000), Zanoni and Janssens (2007, p. 1372) state
that “organisations never control employees solely through discourses, but always
in multiple ways including material practices and structures.” Material structures
in organisations, such as the hierarchy, division of labour and the technological
infrastructure, operate as ‘frozen managerial discourses’: “stabilized constructions
of power relations become embodied into and supported by organisational artefacts
such as rules and routines, forcing employees to behave in certain ways” (Zanoni
and Janssens, 2007, p. 1376). In this article, we investigate how constellations of
both discursive and bureaucratic controls help to place and maintain organisational
work-life boundaries. We look at discursive control by examining managers’
discursive construction of workers. We study bureaucratic controls such as formal
WLPs, procedures, working schedules, surveillance technology and control practices
of managers.
Secondly, in order to further develop the concept ‘organisational boundary
work’, we make use of studies on organisational culture, which help us to investigate
the cultural norms regarding work-life boundaries in the organisation. Both Joanne
Martin’s (1992; 2002) three perspective theory of organisational culture and the
work of Ybema (1996; 1997) on contradictions in organisations can offer insights
into ‘organisational boundary work’. Martin states that the study of the complex
reality in organisations consists of an analysis of cultural norms that are shared
within the organisation (integration perspective), cultural norms that are interpreted
differently by different groups in the organisation (differentiation perspective)
and ambiguous, paradoxical cultural norms (fragmentation perspective). Ybema’s
work shows that such shared, diverse and ambiguous norms can occur
simultaneously. In this paper, we examine both the dominant cultural norms
regarding work-life boundaries in organisations, and the organisational practices
in which shared, conflicting and ambiguous norms occur at the same time.
Organisational control and organisational culture are linked for they both regulate
behaviour.
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Although boundary theory itself does not pay much attention to the genderedness
of work-life boundaries, we would like to emphasize that ‘organisational boundary
work’ is gendered. Even though roles have changed in the new gender paradigm,
gender issues are still at stake. Despite the fact that work-life balance is an
important issues in the lives of both men and women, work-life balance still is
constructed as a women’s issue (See Chapter 2 and Smithson and Stokoe, 2005).
Hence, gender cannot be ignored in the study of ‘organisational boundary work’.
Feminist organisation studies help us to analyze both organisational culture and
organisational control as gendered social practices, and work-life boundaries as
gendered, and dynamic phenomena (Gherardi, 1994; Gherardi and Poggio, 2001;
Martin, 2003, 2006; Poggio, 2006; Swidler, 2001). Through the lens of social practice
it is possible to examine both the structures and the agency of people within those
structures. When people act in organisations, they draw upon structures, as sets of
social rules that comprise norms, procedures, conventions and resources (Giddens,
1984), while at same time their very actions reproduce and modify these structures.
The gendered cultural work-life boundaries are part of the structures employees
and managers have to relate to when trying to balance work and private obligations
or when trying to support work-life balance. An analysis of cultural boundaries as
social practices enables us to investigate both the organisational boundaries and
the way managers and employees deal with these boundaries. It allows for an
examination of how managers’ and employees’ actions and interaction continuously
produce, reproduce or change organisational work-life boundaries. The practice
perspective also makes it possible to explore the agency of employees who may
attempt to modify, resist or appropriate the organisational work-life boundaries.
To sum up, we develop a conceptual framework of ‘organisational boundary
work’, which combines boundary work with organisational control and organisational
culture. We define organisational boundary work as the set of social practices used
in organisations that create, maintain and modify the boundaries between work
and private life. The organisational work-life boundaries can be more or less
permeable. Organisational boundary work can be seen as gendered social practices,
since work-life boundaries are created and reproduced through gendered cultural
norms and discursive and bureaucratic controls regarding the room for life at work.
The cultural norms regarding work-life boundaries can be shared, differentiated
and ambiguous at the same time. Discursive and bureaucratic organisational
controls place and maintain the work-life boundaries, and evoke individual and
group responses to these work-life boundaries. Organisational boundary work can
be seen as dynamic social practices which are produced, reproduced or modified by
actions and interactions of managers and employees.

67

CHAPTER 3

Methodology
We use data gathered at a Dutch Municipality (Munici) to empirically explore
organisational boundary work. We expect that in this type of organisation there
is room for life at work. Therefore a local Municipality is a suitable organisation
to explore traditional and new gender paradigms and employment relationships.
We conducted interviews, observations and gathered documents.
Munici is a medium sized Municipality employing about 1800 people. About
54% of the staff is female and 46% is male. The organisation offers a wide range of
WLPs: part-time work, teleworking; flexible work hours; parental leave; maternity
leave; childcare assistance; calamity leave; care leave and flexible pensions. Munici
is divided into five divisions and a staff unit. The first author conducted interviews
and observations in departments of two divisions. Department 1 is an operational
department that is led by one head of department who is assisted by two unit
managers. We focused on two units (1A and 1B) within this department. Department
2 is a policy making department, headed by one department manager.
In total, 25 organisation members were interviewed in 14 individual interviews
and 2 group interviews. To get as much diversity as possible, employees, line
managers and a HR manager were interviewed and respondents included men and
women, older and younger employees, people with and without children. The
interviews focused on work-life balance and (in) formal organisational support for
the work-life balance of employees. Topics addressed were respondents’ views on
work-life balance, organisational culture, formal WLPs, how formal and informal
organisational practices stimulated or hampered attaining work-life balance and/
or using available WLPs. The interviews were in Dutch and lasted between 1.5 to
2.5 hours. A verbatim transcription was made of each interview. The quotes in this
paper are translations of the original Dutch excerpts. In addition to conducting
interviews the first author observed daily practices in the two departments which
gave important insights into control practices in the organisations. She made notes
during the observations and directly after them. Notes included descriptions of the
physical location such as the layout of the department, the arrangements of desks,
the location of the manager and notes on the interaction between members of the
organisation. Important parts of informal conversations between the first author
and organisation members were also included in the observation records.
Furthermore, several documents were collected: formal conditions of employment,
intranet and internet information on WLB and WLPs, policy documents on WLPs,
an employee satisfaction survey and staff magazines.
The documents, interview transcripts and observation records were coded
using Atlas ti. In a first stage the first author coded the data using cultural norms,
organisational controls, gender and individual agency as the main categories.
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In this phase the issue of work-life boundaries emerged as an important theme
from the data. In a second stage we selected excerpts that were most articulate
about work-life boundaries and made a more detailed analysis of these sections.
This more detailed analysis was guided by a reflexive approach (Alvesson, 2011;
Alvesson, et al., 2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). Reflexivity stands for
“conscious and consistent efforts to view the subject matter from different angles
and avoid a strongly a priori privilege of a single, favoured angle and vocabulary”
(Alvesson, 2003, p.25). We analysed the excerpts in relation to multiple contexts,
from a critical perspective. The excerpts are analysed in the micro context of other
parts of the same text or in relation to other interviews or documents. The critical
perspective meant we paid attention to issues of power and control in our analysis.
Attention is paid to both what is explicit and implicit in the texts, to analyse how
and which cultural norms on the room for life played a role in the texts. We
specifically looked for differences, ambiguities and communalities in these norms.
The differences in respondents’ accounts relating to support for everyday private
matters and major life events became apparent in this stage. The excerpts were also
analysed in the context of daily practices that were observed in the organisation
and in the context of the physical environment within departments. In addition
we analysed managers’ discursive construction of workers. This enabled us to
investigated how discursive and bureaucratic controls help produce work-life
boundaries. The last part of our analysis focused on how employees´ accounts
revealed how they can find ways to resist or modify work-life boundaries and ways
in which they appropriate these boundaries

Boundary work at Munici
In this paragraph we investigate organisational boundary work at Munici as set of
gendered and dynamic social practices. We first explore how formal Work-life
Policies (WLPs) are used to place work-life boundaries. Then, we zoom in on
organisational boundary work as gendered social practices and investigate both
the gendered cultural norms on the room for life at work, and the gendered
discursive and bureaucratic controls that shape work-life boundaries. Finally, we
examine organisational boundary work as dynamic social practices by focussing on
how employees in the organisation deal with these boundaries.

Work-life policies at Munici
Although the issue of work-life balance is not on the HR agenda, Munici offers a
wide range of WLPs, including part-time work, care leave, parental leave, flexible
working and teleworking. Information on WLPs can be found in terms of
employment, policy documents, intranet and internet and sometimes in the staff
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magazine. At face value, the range of available WLPs in the organisation seems to
indicate that there is ample room for life at Munici. However, if we look at the
social practices in the organisation, then we see that the combination of these
distinct WLPs operates as a form of bureaucratic control of boundary placement,
which actually restricts the room for life at work.
On the one hand, the usage of flexible working and teleworking are restricted in
daily practice. Although officially the organisation has a formal policy on teleworking,
managers are quite reluctant to point out the possibility of teleworking to employees
and certainly do not actively promote teleworking. This ambiguity discourages the
use of teleworking. In fact, in many departments teleworking is not implemented at
all and it is hardly used in other departments. With regard to flexible start and end
times, there is a current tendency among HR managers and line managers to restrict
this form of flexibility in order to guarantee an optimal and continuous customer
service. The use of flexible working and teleworking is also made difficult through
bureaucratic controls such as limited opening hours of buildings, the need to
permanently offer the possibility of face-to-face client contacts, or duty rosters.
On the other hand, it is quite normal that managers generously grant the use
of part-time work (46% of all employees work part-time). Moreover, interviewees
indicated that it is also easy to get care leave or parental leave approved by their
manager. Although the offering of part-time work and leave policies is a legal
requirement in the Netherlands, Munici goes further than their legal requirements.
In the organisation use of these policies is actively stimulated through the offering
of generous financial compensation that exceeds legal requirements. For example,
employees at Munici receive 75%-90% of their normal salary when they take up
parental leave, while legally parental leave is unpaid. Moreover, managers actually
instigate use of these WLPs. They actively suggest to employees to make use of
available WLPs such as for example paid care leave.
In terms of boundary work, the ambiguity of WLPs points at a clear practice of
boundary placement. The use of flexible work and teleworking blurs work-life
boundaries for it makes the clear demarcation between private time and private
places on the one hand and work time and work place on the other hand difficult.
The use of these policies is restricted at Munici. In addition, encouraging the use
of part time work, care leave and parental leave organizes private life events out of
the work environment and inspires the employees to take care of these private
matters at home, away from the workplace. Therefore, both limiting the use of
teleworking and flexible working, and encouraging use of part-time work and leave
policies help maintain a strict work-life boundary.
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Gendered social practices: cultural norms regarding ‘everyday private
matters’ and ‘major life events’
Using excerpts from the interviews, we investigate both the organisational cultural
norms on the room for life at work and the related forms of bureaucratic and
discursive control. We focus on how managers and employees deal with mundane,
everyday private matters and major life events on the work floor.
First of all, there is a variety of practices regarding the boundaries between
work and private life within the organisation. For example, at Department 2 work
and private life can both have place at work. There seems to be no strict boundary
between work and private life. Employees relate that private calls are accepted at
the work floor and that sometimes employees even bring their children to the
workplace. Department 2 is a department, mainly concerned with policy making.
This type of work makes it difficult to closely monitor employees. Both the manager
and employees indicate that the manager does not concern herself with controlling
the content of the work of the policymakers. She only controls on output, which
means having reports sent out on time, and having subsidies granted to clients on
time, and so on. Employees not only enjoy a lot of discretionary freedom regarding
the content of their work but they can also can freely arrange their own days off
or switch workdays if they work part-time. The fact that there is little control
seems to indicate that employees are regarded responsible workers who can be
trusted to do individual boundary work in line with organisational norms.
In other departments, the boundaries between work and private life seem to be
less permeable. The following three excerpts are taken from interviews with desk
clerks and the department manager from Department 1. They give insight into the
organisational norms regarding everyday private matters at work. Please note that
these excerpts do not concern isolated incidents. The same opinions, as expressed
in these excerpts, can be traced in other interviews with employees in this unit.
Excerpt 1, Unit 1A, employee
I. Is there also a possibility for you during work time to arrange these private
matters?
Dept1-empl-2. Well, yes, you should also look at that indeed, at a quiet time if
you, for a moment, can make a call
I. And what is the reaction? Is it normal to do that?
Dept1-empl-2. [Silence]...well, not really. But then of course... I also have a day
off every week. So I try to plan these sorts of things on my day off.
71

CHAPTER 3

I. You say, it is not really accepted. Why do you think this is the case?
Dept1-empl-2. Well, I think indeed when colleagues who work 40 hours....and
would make this kind of calls, it is not that they immediately would be blamed
for it or something, but I do think that they’d get a reaction.... When that
would be happening often, so to say.
I. And that reaction is negative?
Dept1-empl-2. Yes. Yes. .
I. Do you have an example, a situation that you can describe?
Dept1-empl-2. Well, the other day there was a colleague who was looking for
something on the internet, at E-bay, for a private matter, for in his shed and he
had made a print-out of that and he just left that lying around on our desk in
the back and it was indeed expressed that this was not done.
I. Do you think that this might be a reason for people to rarely do this?
Dept1-empl-2. Hmm, yes, I do think so, yes.
Excerpt 2, Unit 1A, employee
Dept1-empl-7[…] I do think that the management does not give us time to
talk to each other.
I.Ok. So you mean time to have a chat?
Dept1-empl-7. No. They’re immediately on your back, if I may put it like that.
If you talk too long to each other.
I. Yes
Dept1-empl-7. Like, come on, your job is on the front desk. And you also notice
the looks, like hey what are you guys doing. So you immediately feel, .. you
immediately notice it with the colleagues you’re talking to, you’d already be
feeling uncomfortable.
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Excerpt 3, Department 1, manager
Dept1-Mngr-1. I think, once again, if you come here to work for 32 hours
I. Hmm hmm
Dept1-Mngr-1. then this means that you are here 32 hours per week to work.
If you say, in those 32 hours I also, on top of that, want to be able to come in
at ten in the morning and then leave at five, no ...five thirty because in that
way it is easier for me to arrange private matters then this is certainly not
appropriate in this environment.
From these three excerpts we deduce at least four different sets of cultural norms
regarding everyday private matters.
Firstly, respondents from Unit 1A indicate that everyday private matters
(private calls, chats, prints and internet surfing) are ‘not done’ at the work floor.
The desk clerk (excerpt I) says she sometimes makes a private call at work. But she
indicates that this is not something that is really accepted at work because she
expects that people will get a negative reaction from the management when they
make private phone calls. To emphasize this, she comes up with an example of a
colleague who made a private print and was told by the management that this was
not ‘desirable’. The fact that she uses the private print example to explain why she
thinks that private calls are not done indicates that there is more general norm
that private matters are ‘not done’ at the work floor. Another employee (excerpt 2)
from unit 1A desk talks about the management being on your back when colleagues
talk to each other, which also suggests that private matters are ‘not done’ at the
work floor.
Secondly, the account of this respondent (excerpt 1) also suggests that there
are different rules and norms regarding the boundaries between private life and
work for people who work part-time and people who work fulltime. The employee
states that making private calls is not really accepted at work, because she works
part-time. This seems to imply that part-time employees should separate work and
private life more than full-time employees. This differentiation for part-timers and
full timers with regard to the room for life can also be found in an interview with
the department manager. Although the official terms of employment state that
both part-timers and full-timers are entitled to go to the dentist or general
practitioner during work time, this manager mentions that part-time workers
should plan to see the dentist, the doctor on their day off.
Thirdly, the manager in excerpt 3 not only explicitly indicates that particularly
people who work part-time are expected to strictly separate work and private
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matters, but his account also conveys another norm. Please, note the manager’s use
of the words ’also’ and ‘on top of that’ in the excerpt 3. These words seem to imply
that if an employee works part-time he or she already has the room for life he or
she needs. Therefore, the employee is no longer entitled to benefit from other
accommodations to support his or her private needs. This suggests that managers
add up different accommodations for the room for life, which implies that the room
for life is limited.
Fourth, the norm that work and private lives should be separated by using the
workplace or work time only for work matters is implicitly based on a gendered
image of an ideal worker. Employees can only persist in this strict separation if
someone else is at home to take care of everyday private things, such as calling the
plumber. This presupposes that there is a partner at home or that this partner
works flexible hours or part-time. This presupposition is implicitly based on a
division of labour between the breadwinner and the homemaker. In the Netherlands,
this division of labour is still clearly gendered. Dutch men work fulltime and Dutch
women work part-time. In this so called “one-and-a-half-earner- model” men are
still breadwinners and women are (part-time) homemakers (Ooms, et al., 2007;
Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008). The fact that women, more than men, take up
flexible work or part-time work strengthens the genderedness of this norm. Since
women take up part-time work, women are expected to keep work and private life
separated.
The examples seem to indicate that at Unit 1A there is little room for ‘life’ at
work. They point at preference of the management for segmentation and an
impermeable organisational work-life boundary.
The norms that are conveyed in the accounts of managers and employees of
Unit 1B with regard to everyday private matters seem to be totally different from
the norms at Unit 1A. Observations at Unit 1B and respondents’ accounts indicate
that, in contrast to Unit 1A, taking private calls is normal, informal chats on
private matters during work time are normal and when employees do not serve a
client they surf the internet to catch up with the world news or to find a dinner
recipe. They do this in full view of the unit manager who has an half open office
with a glass wall separating the office from the employees. At face value, boundaries
between private life and work seem to be non-existent in this department. However,
deeper analysis points at a particular cultural norm in this department which
controls the permeability of the boundaries between work and private life.
Excerpt 4, Unit 1B, manager
During the observation, the first author had an informal conversation with the
unit manager about the fact that the employees took care of private matters.
74

ORGANISATIONAL BOUNDARY WORK: EXPLORING THE ROOM FOR ‘LIFE’ AT ‘WORK’

The unit manager pointed out that this was done in a twilight zone: “People
take quietly care of private matters”. Private matters should be dealt with
silently. Employees should not explicitly show that they have a private life. The
unit manager gave an example in this respect of a female employee: “You
wouldn’t know that <XY> has a child (…). This is how it should be.”
The account of the manager (excerpt 4) suggests that the norm at department 1B
is that private matters should be dealt with quietly. The seemingly paradoxical
situation of allowing non-work matters on the work floor and at the same time
silencing private matters seems to point to a more permeable work-life boundary
where private matters are allowed on the work floor during work time as long as
they do not interrupt the workflow. In this way, members of the organisation do
not have to acknowledge the fact that private lives of employees interfere in the
organisation. Silencing the permeability of the boundaries also silences a discussion
regarding the gendered image of an ideal worker who has no other obligations in
life than work.
So far, we analyzed the organisational boundary work regarding everyday
matters. When it comes to major life events- such as divorce, marriage and deathrespondents’ accounts reveal a different picture regarding the boundaries between
work and private life.
Excerpt 5, Unit 1A, employee
Dept1-empl-5. Well, the situation where I’m in now (...) I could go to, X.
[manager, authors]. About such things. Well, I really appreciated that. Yes. [I
can always go] to colleagues in any case, but also to him. Yes, there’s something
to that. (...) You see, I really appreciate that I could go to X … that he helped
me and could give a tip now and then, such as: “I wouldn’t do that like that or
like that “. You know what I mean?
[…]
Also with practical things, like buying a house, and so on. (…) Well I think it
is really nice if someone thinks along with me.
The desk clerk in Unit 1A is getting a divorce, which she refers to when talking
about “the situation she is in”. She expresses her appreciation for the fact that she
could rely on the department manager to talk about this, and that he would give
her tips on how to deal with major life events, such as the purchase of a house. This
respondent and other respondents at Munici indicate that people are allowed to
deal with major life events on the work floor, and that even the department
manager actively thinks along on these private matters.
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The accounts of respondents of Unit 1B suggest that also at Unit 1B there is room
for major life events. One of the respondents referred to the situation of one of her
colleagues who recently lost his father. The unit manager granted care leave for
two weeks. After these two weeks, the employee indicated that he still had a hard
time dealing with the loss. His manager then granted him another two weeks of
care leave, without him even having to ask for it. This example suggests that in
contrast to the room for everyday private matters, in the case of a major life event
like a divorce or the purchase of a house, there actually is room for life at work
even though these major life events are potentially more time consuming, compared
to everyday private matters. Different norms regarding major life events and
everyday private matters indicate that work-life boundaries at Munici are
differentiated.

Gendered social practices: bureaucratic and discursive control
Organisational boundary work includes both gendered bureaucratic control and
discursive control. For example, bureaucratic control is exerted in Unit 1A by the
unit manager who closely supervises the work of the employees. This close
supervision is made possible through the physical location of the unit manager.
She sits at a desk amidst the employees’ desks and sits or walks around the unit
most of the day. Employees have to consult her for every non-standard client
question and are not allowed to solve these questions with the help of co-workers.
The unit manager also decides on work-schedule issues like for example having a
day off. Managerial control as part of organisational boundary work takes the form
of closely monitoring employees and reprimanding them for private calls, chats,
internet use or printing. This form of bureaucratic control of the work-life boundary
reduces informal chats to purely private things that have no place at work.
Bureaucratic control is supported by a number of gendered discursive control
practices. In an interview with the head of Department 1, he refers to employees
who are pushing the limits of what is a reasonable work-life balance support and
he classifies this tendency as a childlike culture. He metaphorically uses a brand of
baby food to describe his employees’ behaviour. He calls the majority of his
employees ‘Olvarit people’. He himself has to choose ´the food´ for these people,
and has to ´open the jar of food´ for them in the morning. That is his way of
explaining that he has to tell employees at which desk to sit in the morning and
what to do that day.
Excerpt 6, department 1, manager
Dept1-Mngr-1. It is just so silly isn’t it to think that. And I find that a childlike
environment that we have at the Municipality… that the management has. It
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really is the culture. That’s bad sometimes. Yes. Having to point this out to
adults.
<….>
I always call them the Olvarit people. That sounds very depreciatory, but for
thirty people you open a jar in the morning. Then you put down a jar for them.
You give endive to one and to the other you give cauliflower, you name it. And
those [employees, authors] just go and sit at the desk…. And they go home,
they know…I can knock off at this time, and then I go. Those [employees,
authors] are the standard. Them I call the Olvarit people. They also do not know
where to sit in the morning, you have to tell them you do this, you do that.
This example of discursive control is gendered. Specifically, when asked which
workers push the limits and, in his opinion, behave like children, the manager
points at female workers and young workers. This gendered construction of workers
as children in need of supervision is corroborated by interviews with young female
employees from Unit 1A who say the management controls everything and that
they feel they are treated like small children.
At Unit 1B, the combination between bureaucratic and discursive control
regarding the work-life boundary is more ambiguous. Employees seem to be
regarded responsible workers who know how to silently take care of private matters.
One of the employees makes the work schedule and employees arrange days off
amongst each other. They also consult each other to solve non standard client
questions. This discretionary freedom also includes the room for everyday life
matters at the work floor. However, bureaucratic control sheds a different light on
this matter. The unit makes use of telephones that continuously show the number
of calls on hold, the average waiting time and the number of calls handled. This
means that everyone, including the unit manager, can check the work of the
employees any time of day. In this way, the system reveals if workers spend too
much time on private things for then the waiting time and the number of calls on
hold increases while the number of calls handled decreases. Furthermore, although
the unit manager works part-time, she usually comes by on her day off, “not to
check on people, but just to see how things are going”. These bureaucratic controls
resemble what Foucault (1977) terms a disciplinary gaze. Because of the disciplinary
gaze the employees regulate their own behaviour in keeping with the organisational
norms on the room for life and make sure that private matters do not interrupt the
workflow and thus are dealt with quietly.
Above we have introduced two forms of boundary permeability, namely
managers’ quiet acceptance that employees take care of everyday matters at work,
and managers’ acceptance that people deal with major events in life during working
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hours. In terms of control, we could say that both practices are forms of controlled
permeability. As stated above, permeability is one of characteristics of boundaries
that determine the degree of integration or segmentation of work and home.
Controlled permeability implies that which private matters can have a place at
work and how they can have a place at work is under managerial influence.
Controlled permeability prevents private matters to interfere with work issues
unpredictably. Hence, allowing major life events to intrude at work isolates the
impact of these events. For example, granting care leave in case of illnesses or
death immediately organises the private issues off the work floor. By granting care
leave, the manager does not have to deal with the disruptive potential of major life
events. Care leave organises life out of work and in this way sustains the norms
that private matters should not be dealt with at work or should be dealt with
quietly. This form of controlled permeability grants the employee more room for
life outside the workplace, and enables managers to restrict the room for life within
the workplace.

Resisting, modifying and appropriating organisational boundary work
In this paragraph we discuss the different ways employees deal with organisational
boundary work at Munici. We will give examples of three ways of dealing with
organisational boundary work: resisting, modifying and appropriating boundary
work.
First, the following two excerpts suggest how employees can resist organisational
boundary work by doing things in secret. As we have indicated, organisational
boundary work seems to leave no room for everyday private matters at the work
floor at Unit 1A. The following accounts, both from desk clerks of Unit A, indicate
that such strict cultural norms can evoke secret behaviour.
Excerpt 7, Unit 1A, Employee
Dept1-empl-2. Yes. Private phone calls
I. What are these about? What kind of conversations are these?
Dept1-empl-2 All sort of things, appointments with friends. It really can be all
kinds of things... Not that it is not allowed. But I have the feeling that it let’s
just say the when [Coordinator] is not in the vicinity, then it happens a bit
more than when she is not in the vicinity. More in the sense of … the person
who supervises is not present, so then can, do this.
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Excerpt 8, Unit A, Employee
Dept1-empl-7. No. They’re immediately on your back, if I may put it like that,
if you talk too long to each other. Like, come on, your job is on the front desk.
So you immediately notice it with the colleagues you’re talking to, you’d already
be feeling uncomfortable. You notice that also on day when the management
isn’t there that you approach each other more easily and talk about fun things
than if the management is present, because then you would not be doing that
very easily.
The employee in excerpt 7 talks about making private phone calls at work. Earlier
in the interview she said that she expects people to get a negative reaction from
the management when they do this. She expresses some more ambivalence about it
in this excerpt when she states “It’s not that it is not allowed”. At the same time
she relates that she notices that colleagues make more private calls when the
coordinator is not there. She feels that these colleagues are doing this secretly. The
employee in excerpt 8 talks about the management being on your back when
employees talk to each other. This makes her feel uncomfortable when she talks to
colleagues. She says it causes her not to do this easily when the management is
present. However on days that the management is not there she and her colleagues
find it easier to go to each other and talk about ‘fun’ things.
Doing this secretly, the employees resist the restrictions on the room for life at
work. Doing things in secret gives the employee agency but at the same time
reproduces organisational work-life boundaries. The employees resist the
bureaucratic controls by doing things in secret, but at the same time they behave
in compliance with the discursive construction of a child in need of surveillance.
For if there is no surveillance the employees resist the bureaucratic controls. On
the other hand the employee of excerpt 7 also seems to appropriate the restrictions
on the room for life for she consciously planned visits to the doctors and the
dentist on her part-time day. This is in keeping with the norm that part-time
employees should plan these things on their day off. Employees can resist
organisational boundary work and micro emancipate themselves on one matter,
while on other matters they appropriate the work-life boundary. In both cases the
organisational work-life boundary is reproduced but resistance offers space for
micro emancipation (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Zanoni and Janssens, 2007)
while compliance does not.
Second, we explore how an employee might modify organisational boundary
work. Excerpt 9 indicates how this employee negotiates restrictions regarding
everyday private matters.

79

CHAPTER 3

Excerpt 9, Unit 1A, employee
I. And you also see this differently for yourself, so to speak?
Dept1-empl-2. Well, I also have conversations, I also have private conversations
sometimes, but I also do this in the presence of the coordinator. So, I do not so
much eh make eh
I. Difference in that?
Dept1-empl-2. No. So it seems like they eh do it secretly.
I. And if you have a private conversation in the presence of the coordinator, do
you also get a reaction on that?
Dept1-empl-2. Eh, no. I haven’t had a reaction on that, yet.
I. No?
Dept1-empl-2 It actually only happened a few times.
The employee says that she does make private calls sometimes but that it makes no
difference to her whether the coordinator is there or not. She also says that she did
not get a negative reaction on it yet. The use of the word yet seems to indicate that
she is not completely sure that she will not get a negative reaction, she might get
it later. But for the moment, the management did not comment on it. She also adds
that it only happened a few times. However, the respondent indicates that she is
unsure whether or not this is accepted. She feels that it is all right because “it only
happened a few times”. This could be read as an attempt to modify the very strict
boundary that leaves no room for private calls at work. By occasionally and openly
making an private phone call the very strict boundary, might, in time, change
slightly into ‘private calls are not done except a very sporadic phone call’. Trying to
modify boundaries gives the employee agency and might gradually stretch the
room for life.
Third, the following excerpt is an example of how an employee might
appropriate organisational boundary work. Excerpt 10 is taken from an interview
with an employee from Unit 1B. As we indicate above, observations and respondents’
accounts suggest that in this unit the cultural norm that “private matters should
be dealt with quietly” prevails.
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Excerpt 10, Unit C, employee
Dept1-empl-4. My father is in a nursing home. He has got the age for it, he will
be 85
These things happen, it is unpleasant. But it can be over any time.
Every year I save up two weeks of holiday and it’s nuts, and still I’m doing it.
I. Hmm hmm
Dept1-empl-4. I think, when something happens, I’ll be able to aid my mother,
take care of things for a bit. In any case I can use those holiday days. At the
same time, I know if I were to go to my manager, I would get care leave. I’m sure
of that.
That wouldn’t be a problem at all. And still I do this.
I. And can you tell me where this is coming from?
Dept1-empl-4. Because I worked so long in the business world and that’s the
way things go there. But subconsciously it’s “but what if I don’t get it”. Then I’d
still have those two weeks.
While you know you will get it. I know that I would get is. But here I go again.
I caught myself doing it.
I. Ok. Does this mean that you think it’s actually my responsibility to make
sure that it’s taken care of??
Dept1-empl-4. Yes I do think so. Yes. That you should take part of the
responsibility yourself. [You can take care leave] when it is necessary, but only
use it when it is really necessary. Don’t take advantage of this.
The employee relates that she yearly saves up two weeks of holiday to anticipate
the possible event that her father might die suddenly. This is her way of making
sure that she will be able to take leave when necessary. At the same time she says
that she knows she will get care leave when she goes to her manager and that this
would be no problem. Furthermore, she says that she should take some responsibility
herself, that she only should use care leave when absolutely necessary. Her way of
taking some of the responsibility herself is by saving up holiday days. This is at the
same time a way of appropriating organisational work-life boundaries and a form
of micro-emancipation (Zanoni and Janssens, 2007). By saving up holiday days
instead of using an available work-life policy she (intentionally or unintentionally)
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appropriates the norm that private matters should be dealt with quietly. By saving
up her holiday days this employee does not have to go to her manager to request
for care leave, for employees can arrange holiday days amongst themselves. She
does not need to make use of an available work-life policy and in this way “quietly
takes care of private matters”. Using holiday days instead of requesting to use a
WLP gives a thin veneer of business as usual for holiday days are a normal and
expected part of the employment relationship. A request for care leave would bring
the private into the open. In this case complying with the organisational norm is
also a form of micro-emancipation. By saving up holiday days the employee makes
sure that she is in control over how much room for life she can take. She is not
dependent on her manager to judge how much room for life she is allowed to take.
Respondents’ accounts convey the different ways employees can deal with
restrictions on the room for life at work. The same norms and controls regarding
the room for life at work can lead to different reactions of employees. We saw
resistance to, appropriation of, and attempts to modify organisational work-life
boundaries. Both resistance by transgressing work-life boundaries in secret and
appropriation of work-life boundaries reproduces restrictive organisational
work-life boundaries. Resisting and trying to modify boundaries can offer spaces
for micro-emancipation. Attempts to modify the work-life boundary might
gradually stretch the room for life at work, making boundaries more permeable.
Sometimes appropriation of work-life boundaries can also give the employee
agency, but this form of micro emancipation reproduces the organisational work-life
boundaries.

Discussion and conclusion
In this study we criticize and extend previous work on boundary theory by
developing the concept of organisational boundary work. We theorized organisational
boundary work as a set of social practices that create, maintain or modify
boundaries between work and private life. These work-life boundaries can be more
or less permeable. Organisational boundary work is both gendered and dynamic.
Work-life boundaries are created through shared, differentiated, ambiguous and
gendered cultural norms and through discursive and bureaucratic controls
regarding the room for life at work. Organisational boundary work can be seen as
dynamic social practices which can be reproduced or amended by agents that can
actively resist, modify or appropriate organisational boundary work.
This study has shown that organisational boundary work is a fruitful concept
to think about work-life issues at work. The contributions of this study are fourfold.
First, our study explores the organisational level of boundary work where
hitherto the focus was on the individual level.
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Second, our study highlights the importance of cultural norms, bureaucratic and
discursive control in organisational boundary work. Mostly, our study indicated
the presence of norms and controls that showed a preference for strict boundaries
that keep work relatively separate from life. However, in some instances boundaries
seemed to be more permeable. The permeability of these boundaries in some cases
is a form of controlled permeability: managers control when and how private
matters can have a place at the work floor. This prevents private matters to interfere
with work issues unpredictably.
Third, it shows the complexity of organisational boundary work because it is
ambiguous, differentiated, shared and gendered. There is ambiguity in offering a
wide range of formal WLPs that seem to create permeable work-life boundaries and
organisational practices that make the work-life boundary impermeable.
Furthermore, work-life boundaries are differentiated for different groups and
different matters. Boundaries regarding everyday private matters differed for
employees in different units and departments, ranging from impermeable to
slightly more permeable to very permeable. The work-life boundary differed for
part-time workers and full-time workers. The boundary for part-time workers is
even more impermeable than for full-time workers. Boundaries on everyday and
major life events also differed. In contrast to differentiated boundaries with regard
to everyday matters, boundaries concerning major life events like divorce or death
were very permeable. In addition, our exploration suggests that the work-life
boundary relating to major life events is shared in the organisation. Moreover,
work-life boundaries are gendered because part-time working women in operational
jobs face the least permeable boundaries. The organisational preference for
impermeable boundaries is based on a gendered image of an ideal worker. We can
still detect strong residues of a traditional gender paradigm where the public and
private are separated.
Fourth, our study highlights the dynamics of organisational boundary work
that is connected to the agency of both managers and employees. Managers’
supervisory practices and discursive control set down organisational work-life
boundaries and reproduce or modify them continuously. Managers’ agency can be
seen in their (unintentional or intentional) use of WLPs. Managers may actively
encourage the use of WLPs such as leave policies and part-time work but may be
reluctant to allow the use of policies such as flexible working or teleworking. This
particular use of WLPs produces and reproduces impermeable work-life boundaries.
What is more, our study reveals the variety of employee responses to organisational
boundary work. It shows that there is agency and possibility for micro-emancipation in resistance, amendment or appropriation of organisational boundary work.
In this way our study highlights how agency of employees plays a role in the
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dynamics of organisational work-life boundaries for they are produced reproduced
or modified by employee responses.
One final point on which to reflect is an important limitation of our study. This
paper is based on a single qualitative case study in a Dutch municipality. This
research approach
allowed for in-depth insights into the complexity of
organisational boundary work. However, such an approach does not allow for
generalisation to other cases. More case studies in different organisations are
needed to further explore organisational boundary work.
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Introduction
In official statistics, organisational terms of employment and often in scientific
articles, part-time and full-time work are defined as binary categories according to
the number of hours worked. At face value, these two categories seem to
differentiate only on the basis of time and hours, but full-time and part-time work
also carry additional meanings. Studies on part-time work that examine
consequences for inequality (Gatrell, 2007; Hoque and Kirkpatrick, 2003; Lane,
2000; McDonald, et al., 2009; Thornley, 2007; Tomlinson, 2006; Webber and Williams,
2008b) indicate that gender, career and pay are important elements of part-time
and full-time work: part-time work is associated with lower-paid jobs, a lack of
commitment, limited career opportunities, and women; full-time work, meanwhile,
is associated with commitment, good pay, career opportunities, and men. These
connotations suggest that the binary distinction between part-time work and
full-time work contributes to the establishment of organisational inequality
regimes (Acker, 2006), as configurations of social practices and processes within
particular organisations and in particular times that produce inequalities.
We contend that the part-time/full-time dichotomy is too crude a distinction.
First, the time dimension itself is not as clear cut as it seems. Statistics on part-time
and full-time work use various definitions of how many contract hours constitute
part-time work and full-time work. This is linked to formal definitions of part-time
and full-time that vary between organisations or occupational groups. Furthermore,
what informally counts as full-time or part-time within an organisation may often
differ from the formal definitions in the organisational terms of employment or
collective labour agreements. In addition, if we examine these categories part-time
work and full-time work more closely in terms of performance, career, and gender,
we may find more variation than just the binary categories of part-time and
full-time work would imply.
The strict distinction between the two forms of working is weakening as a
result of changing societal and organisational discourses about improving the
work-life balance, and this includes changing norms relating to the ‘ideal worker’,
the ‘ideal father’ and the ‘ideal mother’. Changing norms and discourses are
certainly playing a role in changes in the dichotomy between part-time and
full-time work. More varied distinctions are replacing the static dichotomy that for
decades was so familiar.
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This raises the question of whether the shift away from the static dichotomy
between part-time and full-time work is also impacting on inequality regimes
within organisations. A dichotomy that links negative connotations to part-time
work and positive connotations to full-time work will contribute to inequality
between part-time and full-time workers in organisations. However, if it is
recognised that both part-time work and full-time work are associated with positive
and negative implications, this could simultaneously reproduce and challenge the
inequality regimes in organisations.
A few studies have already suggested that a break-down in the part-time/
full-time dichotomy is called for because of the heterogeneity of part-time workers
(Walsh, 1999; Warren and Walters, 1998). More recently, research studies have
sought to introduce differentiation within the category of part-time work, on the
basis of the varying nature and quality of part-time jobs (Campbell and Chalmers,
2008; Jenkins, 2004; McDonald, et al., 2009; Webber and Williams, 2008a). Our
study contributes to this debate.
We examine part-time and full-time work in three different sectors in the
Netherlands: accountancy, public administration and the health sector. The Dutch
context is especially interesting because the Netherlands has the highest proportion
of part-time workers in the world. We chose the three sectors mentioned above
because we expect to encounter variations in full-time and part-time work between
and within these sectors. We will examine full-time and part-time work as situated
social practices, which are actualised through social interaction and rooted in the
doings and sayings of the members of organisations (Poggio, 2006). This will
enable us to investigate the dynamic heterogeneity of part-time work and full-time
work and the implications that this dynamic heterogeneity has for inequality
regimes in these organisations.
In the remainder of the paper, we suggest – on the basis of our empirical study
– that the part-time/full-time dichotomy is weakening and may be breaking down.
As we will discuss later, members of organisations in fact distinguish between at
least three categories: full-time work, part-time work for four days per week and
part-time work for three days per week or fewer. These three categories differ not
only in terms of numbers of hours worked, but they also have different implications
for gendered careers. As such, the variations in the patterns of part-time and
full-time work that emerge from our study have diverse implications for the
production and reproduction of inequality regimes in organisations. We will indicate
that inequalities are shifting, are more varied and disadvantage a smaller group of
employees than might be assumed on the basis of the full-time/part-time dichotomy.
In this process of change, inequality regimes are both reproduced and changed.
In the section that follows, we will review the literature. After a brief description
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of the methods used in our research, we will present the specific Dutch context and
the three cases we have investigated. We will continue with an empirical exploration
of variation and change in the different elements of the part-time/full-time
dichotomy. In the discussion section, we will discuss the implications of this
variation and change for inequality regimes.

Full-time/part-time, changing cultural norms and inequality
regimes
The part-time/full-time dichotomy
Although a number of studies have distinguished various sub-categories of
part-time work, a large number of studies continue to treat full-time work and
part-time work as a binary distinction (see for example Blackwell, 2001; Cuesta and
Martín, 2009; Lane, 2000; Rasmussen, et al., 2004; Thornley, 2007; Tomlinson,
2006). The binary distinction is based on elements of time, career and terms of
employment.
Obviously, part-time and full-time work are defined in terms of numbers of
hours. Part-time work means working fewer than the standard full-time number of
hours. Opportunities for career advancement are the second element which
differentiates the two categories of work. Several studies indicate that most
part-time jobs are concentrated in the lowest strata of the occupational hierarchy
and that these jobs are associated with worse career prospects (Lane, 2000).
Part-time jobs can also be found in the middle or at the higher end of the
occupational hierarchy, but even in these more senior part-time positions, part-time
workers enjoy fewer training opportunities, networking and promotion
opportunities (Halrynjo, 2009; Hoque and Kirkpatrick, 2003; Pas, et al., forthcoming
2011; Thornley, 2007; Tomlinson, 2006). Full-time workers encounter fewer barriers
to career advancement than their part-time counterparts.
The terms of employment are the third element. Part-time work is significantly
less well paid than full-time work (Lane, 2000; Thornley, 2007) and part-time
workers have limited rights and benefits compared to full-time workers (Glass,
2004; McDonald, et al., 2009). This inequality applies chiefly to what have been
termed ‘bad’ part-time jobs (Campbell and Chalmers, 2008; Caputo and Cianni, 2001;
McDonald, et al., 2009; Webber and Williams, 2008a). Although terms of employment
play an important role in studies on part-time work and the part-time/full-time
dichotomy, this element does not play a prominent role in the Netherlands. Dutch
law guarantees equivalent rights and benefits for all part-time workers. This
element will therefore not be part of our empirical exploration of variations and
changes in the part-time/full-time dichotomy. Instead, we will focus on the
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elements of time and career opportunities. Additionally, we will examine one other
element: performance. This element will come to the fore when we look at norms
that underlie the part-time/full-time dichotomy and will play an important role in
the social practices of part-time and full-time work in our case organisations.

Inequality regimes
The elements of the part-time/full-time dichotomy are gendered. Full-time work is
associated with men (Acker, 1992; Collinson and Hearn, 1994), which means that
access to part-time work can be more difficult for men (Sheridan, 2004). Part-time
work is generally associated with and taken up by women (Blackwell, 2001; Kirby
and Krone, 2002; Thornley, 2007). Additionally, in some countries, the pay penalty
for part-time work is higher for women (for example Thornley, 2007) than for men.
Female part-time professionals have less access to training and enjoy fewer career
opportunities than male part-time professionals (Gatrell, 2007; Hoque and
Kirkpatrick, 2003; Tomlinson, 2006). The full-time/part-time distinction is thus
linked to inequality regimes (Acker, 2009). Acker’s (2006) broader notion of
inequality regimes refers to interrelated social practices, processes, actions and
meanings that result in and maintain inequalities within an organisation. Bases of
inequality regimes vary, but often include gender as well as class and race (Acker,
2009). Acker (2006:443) defines inequality in organisations ‘as systematic
disparities between participants in power and control over goals, resources and
outcomes’. Inequalities are found and reproduced in the organisation of work, in
opportunities for promotion, in employment security and benefits, in pay and
other monetary rewards, and in the pleasure that workers derive from their work
and their work relationships. Visibility and legitimacy are important components
of inequality regimes. Visibility refers to the degree of awareness of inequalities,
and legitimacy refers to how acceptable or reasonable the inequality is perceived
to be. Systematic inequalities are often invisible or seen as legitimate, which can
hamper efforts to address inequality regimes. For example, gendered career
inequalities that are based on the distinction part-time/full-time is usually
regarded as legitimate, because it is taken for granted that top management
positions require full-time availability. In this paper, we are especially interested
in inequality regimes that result in gendered career inequality and the contribution
that part-time and full-time work make to those regimes.

Norms of (im)perfection
Inequality regimes are reinforced, challenged or changed by the societal and
organisational social practices of part-time and full-time work, which are shaped
and constrained by underlying cultural norms relating to work, life and work-life
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balance. For example, to the extent that part-time work is represented in
organisations as women’s work, the social practices that link career orientation to
full-time work and not to part-time work will contribute to inequality in the career
opportunities enjoyed by men and women. The part-time/full-time dichotomy is
linked to (traditional) norms relating to work, such as ideal worker norms, norms
relating to performance and norms relating to career; it is these norms that
underlie the perception of the part-time worker as imperfect. Traditional cultural
norms relating to the ideal worker refer to full-time availability, high mobility,
good qualifications, a strong work orientation and having no other responsibilities
in life than those given by the organisation (Acker, 1992). Because part-time
workers cannot live up to the norm of full-time availability and openly show that
they have other responsibilities in life beyond work, it is assumed that they also
lack the other characteristics of the ideal worker. Cultural norms relating to
performance and career are also relevant. Implicit performance norms often equate
input, such as long hours and presence (‘face-time’), with good performance (Lewis,
1997, 2007; Sheridan, 2004). It is performance norms that are based on input that
are behind the image of part-time workers as poorer performers than full-time
workers. Furthermore, commitment can easily be equated with face time, too.
Thus, because part-time workers have less face-time, they are perceived as less
committed (Acker, 2009; Bailyn, 1993; Dick and Hyde, 2006; Gash, 2008; Gatrell,
2007; Hochschild, 1997; Lewis, 1997, 2007; Stone, 2006). Since part-time workers
are assumed to be less committed and are assumed to perform less well than
full-time workers, and do not fit with the image of the ideal worker, they are
seldom regarded as potential career candidates (Blackwell, 2001; Charlesworth and
Whittenbury, 2007; Edwards and Robinson, 1999; Lane, 2000). In other words,
part-time workers and part-time work are seen as imperfect when compared to the
ideal of the full-time worker. The image of the perfect full-time worker is associated
with men (Acker, 1992; Collinson and Hearn, 1994; Gatrell, 2007), whereas the image
of the imperfect part-time worker is associated with women (Sheridan, 2004).
These associations are related to the traditional cultural norms relating to ideal
fathers and ideal mothers, and cultural norms relating to work-life balance.
Although the traditional division of labour – according to which men are full-time
breadwinners and women are full-time homemakers – is on the decline (Charles and
James, 2005; Ooms, et al., 2007; Portegijs, et al., 2008; Portegijs and Keuzenkamp,
2008), and more varied divisions of labour are emerging (Charles and James, 2005;
Pfau-Effinger, 1999), traditional cultural norms on ideal mothers and ideal fathers
have not kept pace with this process. Mothers are still regarded as the primary
caregivers (See Chapter 2 and: Charles and James, 2005; Craig, 2006; Hays, 1996;
Pas, et al., forthcoming 2011; Smithson and Stokoe, 2005; Wall and Arnold, 2007;
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Williams, 2000) with responsibility for parenting and childcare, and indeed this is
still usually the case. Moreover, in societal and scientific debates, there is talk of
the emergence of the new ‘involved father’ (Craig, 2006; Wall and Arnold, 2007).
Although the involved father differs from the traditional ‘distant’ father, he
remains a secondary figure whose relationship with children is less important than
that of the mother (Wall and Arnold, 2007). Since women are still seen as the
primary parents, work is portrayed as a choice for mothers while it is an assumed
responsibility for fathers. Fathers continue to be seen as the primary breadwinners
(Ooms, et al., 2007; Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008; Wall and Arnold, 2007) and
are supposed to conform to the norms of presenteeism (Sheridan, 2004) in
organisations. Meanwhile, the ideal mother (especially in the Netherlands) is
expected to work part-time or flexibly and to be able to take care of the children
(See Chapter 2 and: Ooms, et al., 2007; Peters, et al., 2010; Portegijs and Keuzenkamp,
2008). Within this cultural construction of ‘ideal mothers’ and ‘ideal fathers’,
balancing work and family is primarily a task for mothers and not fathers (Wall and
Arnold, 2007).

Dynamics and variation in part-time and full-time work
The presentation of part-time work and full-time work as binary categories glosses
over possible variations (Warren and Walters, 1998) or changes within both these
categories. In this study, we investigate part-time and full-time work and the
related cultural norms as situated social practices (Gherardi and Poggio, 2001;
Poggio, 2006), which helps us to see the categories of part-time and full-time work
as dynamic phenomena that are continuously being produced and reproduced
through interaction between people. The way people relate to part-time and
full-time work and to the norms on work, life and work-life balance can modify,
change or reproduce the cultural norms and practices of part-time and full-time
work, and vice versa. Despite the dominance of the traditional interpretation of
full-time work as the ideal type of work, the norm of a better work-life balance is
gaining in importance in organisations and society as a whole, at least in the
Netherlands, and it is becoming an ever more legitimate aspect of the employment
relationship (Roehling, et al., 2000; Van Hoof, 2002). However, the growing
importance of balancing work and private life is creating ambivalence. On the one
hand, people need more time for their private obligations and interests, which
implies that many men and women are less inclined to work long hours. On the
other hand, employees are well aware of the persistence of the full-time/part-time
dichotomy and the positive and negative connotations of both forms of working.
Although employees want to work less than full-time, they clearly also want to
avoid any association with the image of the imperfect worker. An emerging
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discourse of work-life balance may change the social practices of part-time and
full-time work. Changes in this dichotomy can be seen as a constant process of
adaptation, subversion and re-inscription of dominant meanings. This can take the
form of articulating alternative meanings that replace the old notions of ‘full-time
as ideal’ and ‘part-time as imperfect’.
All in all, we argue in this study that presenting part-time work and full-time
work as binary categories does not do justice to possible variations and changes
that are occurring in full-time and part-time work. The dynamics and variations in
full-time and part-time work become clear by investigating gendered elements
(time, performance and career opportunities) of the traditional part-time/full-time
work dichotomy in relation to ever-changing gendered cultural norms regarding
work, life and the work-life balance. We investigate how binary distinctions
between full-time and part-time work are reproduced and how they are modified or
changed, and discuss implications of the varied social practices of part-time and
full-time work for inequality regimes in organisations.

Methods
We collected data in three organisations in three different sectors in the
Netherlands: healthcare, public administration and accountancy. Our cases were a
local hospital (which we will refer to as ‘Hospital’), a medium-sized municipality
(‘Munici’) and a large accountancy firm (‘Accountancy’). Interviews and observations
were conducted and documents were collected in each of the organisations.
Statistics on the incidence of part-time work in these organisations were also
obtained. The interviews lasted 1.5 to 2.5 hours and were transcribed verbatim. To
obtain as much diversity as possible, we interviewed employees, line managers and
HR managers. Respondents included men and women, older and younger employees,
people with and without children. Individual and group interviews were conducted
with 57 different respondents. In total, 44 interviews were conducted concerning
formal work-life policies and informal work-life balance support in the organisations.
Stories about part-time versus full time work always emerged as an important
subject in the interviews.
The documents, interview transcripts and observation records were coded
using Atlas ti. Firstly, the data was coded by using cultural norms, formal work-life
policies, and gender as the main categories. During this phase, the variations
within categories of part-time and full-time work emerged as an important theme
from the data. In the second stage, we selected those excerpts that dealt with
various categories of part-time and full-time work for a more detailed analysis. We
used content analysis (Segers, 2002) to analyse systematically how the elements of
time, career and gender played a role in organisational documents related to
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part-time and full-time work and in respondents’ accounts of part-time and
full-time work. We also allowed for other elements to emerge from the data.
Performance emerged as an important separate element in this way. In a third
stage we analysed the texts in multiple contexts from a critical perspective. This
analysis was guided by a reflexive approach (Alvesson, 2003, 2011; Alvesson, et al.,
2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). Reflexivity stands for “conscious and
consistent efforts to view the subject matter from different angles, strongly
avoiding the a priori privileging of a single, favoured angle and vocabulary,
including a focus on the details of texts” (Alvesson, 2003, p. 25; 2011, p. 106).
We analysed the texts in the context of other parts of the same text or in relation
to other interviews, documents or observations. In addition, we analysed the text
in relation to the binary distinction part-time/full-time that is part of societal and
scientific debate. We employed a critical perspective to pay attention to issues of
power and inequality in relation to social practices of part-time and full-time work.
We analysed both what was explicit and what was implicit in the texts and
investigated whether and how assumptions and cultural norms related to work, life
and WLB, are explicitly and implicitly included and excluded in the texts. This
enabled a critical investigation of how the binary distinction between full-time
and part-time work is reproduced, modified or changed in the social practices of
part-time and full-time work in relation to who benefits or is disadvantaged by
this. Specifically, we analysed how the elements of time, performance, gender and
career are constructed in documents or in respondents’ accounts in relation to the
binary of full-time as ideal and part-time as imperfect. We analysed how respondents
– implicitly or explicitly – embraced this binary and/or rejected this binary, by
formulating alternative meanings of part-time and full-time work, for example.

The Dutch context and the three cases
In the Netherlands, the labour participation is high among both men and women.
In 2007, 70% of women were engaged in paid employment (this figure is exceeded
only by Denmark (73%) and Sweden (72%)). At the same time, 82% of men in the
Netherlands work (Keuzenkamp, et al., 2009). Furthermore, the Netherlands is
unique with regard to part-time and full-time working. No other country in the
world has a higher percentage of employees who work part-time. In 2006, 75% of
women and 23% of men work part-time, which is defined as fewer than 35 hours a
week (Portegijs, 2009).
In the Netherlands, many employees have a say in the number of contracted
hours that they work. In fact, the Netherlands has the lowest proportion of
involuntary part-time work of any European country (Rasmussen, et al., 2004).
What is more, part-time work is not limited to marginal jobs but is common in a
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wide range of jobs (Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008). The Dutch government has
also amended the law relating to part-time and full-time work in order to reduce
inequality, and Dutch legislation now guarantees the right to work part-time
and equivalent rights and benefits for part-time workers. Discrimination against
employees with part-time working patterns is illegal (Yerkes, 2009). The only legal
distinction between full-time and part-time work therefore relates to the hours
worked, and this distinction is not permitted to impact on pay rates or in any other
way. However, although part-time work is very common in the Netherlands and
discrimination based on the distinction part-time/full-time is illegal, inequalities
between part-timers and full-timers can still be found due to societal and
organisational cultural norms. For example, cultural norms in the Netherlands
relating to part-time and full-time working continue to be gendered and involve
care issues. Mothers are expected to work in part-time jobs (three days per week or
fewer), whereas full-time working is still the norm for men (Ooms, et al., 2009;
Peters, et al., 2010; Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008).
The three firms in this study employ between 1,800 and 4,940 employees. The
male/female employee ratio differs considerably as shown in Table 1. Table 2 shows
the percentages of part-time workers within the male and female workforce of the
organisations, compared to the percentages of part-time working men and women
in the Netherlands as a whole. Table 3 presents figures on the number of employees
working part-time, the percentage of men and women among part-time workers and
the percentage of part-time workers that work fewer than four days per week or
more than four days per week.

Table 1: Employees in three case organisations
Munici

Hospital

Number of employees

1824

2302

4938

% men

54

16

59

% women

46

84

41

1)

Accountancy

) Excluding doctors. Doctors are not employed by the Hospital but self-employed

1
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Table 2: Percentage of part-time workers among the male and female
workforce
Netherlands

Munici

Hospital 1)

Accountancy

% PT in male workforce

23%

n.a.

18

11

% PT in female workforce

75%

n.a.

81

43

) Excluding doctors. Doctors are not employed by the Hospital but self-employed.
) Part-time work is defined as fewer than 36 hours per week at Munici and Hospital.
At Accountancy part-time work is fewer than 40 hours. For the Netherlands, we have
used the definition of the SCP which is used in Portegijs, 2009): part-time is fewer
than 35 hours per week.

1
2

Table 3: Male and female part-time workers in three case
organisations
Munici

Hospital

% employees working part-time

46

70

24

% men

18

4

27

% women

82 3)

96

73

2)

3)

1)

Accountancy

% PT 4 days or more

n.a.

22

68

% men

n.a.

10

32

% women

n.a.

90

68

% PT fewer than 4 days

n.a.

78

32

% men

n.a.

2.4

16

% women

n.a.

97.6

84

) E xcluding doctors. Doctors are not employed by the Hospital but self-employed.
Part-time work is defined as fewer than 36 hours at Munici and Hospital. At Accountancy
part-time work is fewer than 40 hours.
3) 
Estimation based on one division where 45% of employees worked part-time. Here, 18% of
the part-time workers were men and 82% were women
1

2) 

Breaking down the traditional part-time/full-time dichotomy
In this section, we explore part-time and full-time work in the case organisations
by focusing on the elements of time, performance, career opportunities, and
gender. We will discuss performance as a separate element because of its important
role in changing the dichotomy part-time/full-time in the three case organisations.
In our exploration of the different elements, we will investigate societal and
organisational norms relating to work, life and work-life balance.
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Time: more (than) hours
Formal and informal time norms
At Accountancy, a substantial proportion of the employees work part-time – 24% of
the workforce. In this organisation, we find the traditional distinction between
the two categories of full-time and part-time work. On the face of it, people
distinguish clearly between full time work, which is the highest possible number
of working hours per week, and part-time work, which includes any number less
than the full number of working hours. However, by examining the different
elements of these categories of full-time and part-time work more closely, we can
find greater variation within the category of part-time work. This indicates that
the traditional dichotomy is ‘weakening’ at Accountancy.
The formal definitions of part-time and full-time work that are laid down in the
conditions of employment are very clear. Full-time work is defined as 40 hours per
week and part-time work is fewer than 40 hours, with a minimum of 24 hours per
week for any employee. However, respondents’ accounts suggest that in everyday
practice, the time dimension of full-time and part-time work is more varied. Firstly
the informal expectations of the number of hours worked are much higher than the
official hours required, and secondly ‘time’ does not simply mean working a given
number of hours per week, but also being available. These two points are elaborated
below.
First, respondents’ accounts (excerpt 1, 2, 3) indicate that informal norms on
working hours that play a role in the organisation change the formal time definition
regarding part-time and full-time work.
Excerpt 1, Accountancy, male employee, full-time contract, plans to work part-time
AC-u2-4. […] Well, I tell the department the same thing – that in theory you
should be able to do your work within 10 hours a day. If you are routinely
working more than 10 hours a day, it means that we need to take on more
people.
Excerpt 2, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
I. Is that possible? Because as I understood it you can’t say I work 32 hours but
I work 4 days.
AC-u2-1m. No, that’s not possible, but you can work 90%. We don’t want to say
36 hours and then say 4 times 9 hours, because most people here work more
than 8 hours, so internally that would be unfair competition.
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Excerpt 3, Accountancy, female employee, part-time contract 32 hours
AC-u2-3. When I started working, I said straight away that I wanted to work
part-time and they said well that’s fine, just so long we agree that you come to
work for four days, and not for 32 hours.
Respondents in excerpts 1 and 2 relate that staff are informally expected to put in
9 or 10 hours per day. In contrast to the formal definition, full-time work thus
encompasses 45-50 hours, rather than 40 hours per week. Furthermore, the
conditions of employment specifically exclude the possibility of working 36 or 40
hours in four days (so-called 4x9 jobs or 4x10 jobs). The rationale given by
respondents for this was that everybody is expected to put in nine- or ten-hour
days anyway (excerpt 2) and those on a part-time contract are also expected to put
in more hours. This is corroborated in excerpt 3, where the respondent recounts
that when she wanted to work 80%, she was asked to commit to working four days
instead of 32 hours and thus – implicitly – to working overtime. Hence, although
formally an 80% contract means working 32 hours, informally you are required to
work more than 32 hours. This suggests that at Accountancy, working 40 hours a
week is informally considered as part-time, and a full-time working week means
45-50 hours.
Availability
Another subject of the time discussion in relation to part-time and full-time work
relates to availability. Respondents’ stories suggest that the categories of full-time
and part-time encompass not only working hours but also the traditional
ideal-worker norm of full-time availability. We will elaborate on this with help of
the following excerpts.
Excerpt 4, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
I. I don’t want to say that it only happens here, but when I ask how many hours
people really work, they often tell me that it is a lot more than their contracted
hours and that really they are working full-time.
AC-u1-1m. Yes, that’s the thing that doesn’t make sense. If you work full-time,
you have to work overtime, and as a part-time worker you do too. We have to
do all our work within the five-day working week from Monday to Friday, and
our clients do too. If you don’t want to work one of those five days, that’s called
a part-time contract and if you work Monday and Tuesday evenings too, the
general response is: ‘Well so do I.’
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Excerpt 5, Accountancy, male employee, full-time contract, plans to work part-time
I. Isn’t it a really bad deal to say I’m going to work four days a week, when you
know that really you will have to carry on doing the same thing.
AC-u2-4. Yes, that is a really bad deal!
I. So why would anyone do that? Can you explain that to me?
AC-u2-4. Simply so that you are not physically present at the office for one day
a week. That’s it.
I. Okay, well fine, but it’s like stealing money from your own wallet.
AC-u2-4. Yes, I agree, that’s what you’re doing! Yes, actually you are, but what
you’re saying to the organisation is that you don’t want to be at the office on
that day and that’s the point you’re making to the organisation – simple as
that. I don’t want to be at the office on that day. I just don’t want to be here.
And if that means that I have to do the same work in less time, so be it! And
that does happen. That does happen.
Excerpts 4 and 5 indicate that a full-time contract not only encompasses more than
full-time work hours, but also a five-day availability or presence: people who work
on a full-time contract are expected to work at the office or at the client’s site five
days a week. This is also evidenced by respondents (employees, managers and
HR-managers) who indicated that working from home for more than a few hours (in
the morning to avoid traffic jams, or working extra hours in the evening) is not
done in the organisation. It seems that face time (presence and visibility) is very
important at Accountancy. Employees who do not want to be present for five days
a week are expected to switch to a part-time contract as the account of the business
unit leader (excerpt 5) implies. In this company, then, part-time work actually
means not being available at the office or client site five days a week. However,
part-time workers are informally required to be available in different ways.
Respondents mention that on their part-time day they are expected to be available
by phone and e-mail. This indicates that the introduction of part-time working
does not change ideal-worker norms of working long hours and full-time availability.
Long hours and full-time availability are still considered to be ideal characteristics.
Time: different categories & old and new names
At Munici 46% of the employees and at Hospital 70% of the nurses work part-time.
In both organisations, full-time work is defined in the conditions of employment
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as 36 hours a week while part-time work is defined as fewer than 36 hours a week.
However, informally organisation members make a different distinction between
part-time and full-time work.
Excerpt 6, Munici, male manager, full-time contract
MU-dep3-1. So if you work part-time, really part-time, say three days, I also
want people to specify, I’m here on Monday, Wednesday and Thursday for
example.
<…>
I. You said that they work really part-time. What would be not really part-time
then?
MU-dep3-1. Well, four days, I don’t think that’s really part-time.
<...>
Being here four days a week, that’s just something that happens. That just
happens anyway.
The manager at Munici splits the traditional category of part-time work into
working three days a week and working four days a week. Working four days a week
he calls “not really part-time” and working three days a week is “really part-time”.
He links this to the normality of being at the workplace for four days a week, which
makes this arrangement ‘not really part-time’. With regard to the nurses in Hospital
we can see the same distinction between part-time work for four days and part-time
work for three days or fewer.
Excerpt 7, Hospital, female nurse, part-time contract
I. You work 88 percent yourself, did you say?
HO-u1-3vk. Yes.
I. 32 hours. Is that part-time or full-time in your experience?
HO-u1-3vk. Just about full-time <laughs>
I. Just about full-time. Can you explain to me how someone who works just
about full-time is different from someone who really works full-time?
HO-u1-3vk. Really full-time is 36.
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I. Why do you say full-time then?
HO-u1-3vk. The hospital classifies this as full-time.
Excerpt 8, Hospital, male nurse, full-time contract
HO-u2-3vk. People say that between 32 and 36 hours, so between 80 and 100
percent, they’re actually 100 percent, they work full-time... really... That’s
quite common within [Hospital].
For nurses, working four days per week is not part-time. Informally, both nurses
who work four days and nurses who work 100% are consistently called ‘full timers’.
However, compared to Munici different names are used to distinguish discursively
between the categories of working four days and working three days. At Munici,
‘part-time’ is still used but modified: ‘a bit part-time’ or ‘not really part-time’ means
working four days per week. At Hospital, the term ‘part-time’ has disappeared
completely when talking about employees who work four days per week. Instead,
four days is now called full-time work and only people who work three days per
week or less are referred to as part-timers. This informally differing discourse on
full-time and part-time is used not only by nurses but also by unit managers and
the HR manager.
In contrast to nurses, who are employed by Hospital, most physicians are
self-employed in partnerships. Hence, the number of hours required for full-time
working is not officially defined for physicians. Potentially, then, full-time working
encompasses a limitless number of hours. Similarly, part-time work is also undefined
in terms of hours, and part-time work is the number of days you work less than a
full five-day week. So, one day fewer or two days fewer.
All physicians in this study work four days per week. They decided to introduce
a so-called ‘clinic-free’ day and this is now mandatory for all physicians in the
partnerships. As the next excerpt illustrates, work-life balance is identified as an
important reason for introducing this clinic-free-day.
Excerpt 9, Hospital, male physician, full-time contract
HO-arts3. And that balance between paying enough attention to your private
life and being enthusiastic about your work – that’s what led us to say ten years
ago that we were going to make sure that on one day a week we have no clinical
duties. And since then, we have all had what we call a ‘clinic-free day’.
Physicians point out that the ‘clinic-free-day’ is sacred: physicians are not to be
disturbed on their day off. On a ‘clinic-free-day’, physicians are not present at
105

CHAPTER 4

Hospital. The day can be used to catch up on professional literature and
administrative tasks. Furthermore, the clinic-free-day can be used to care for
children or as a day off for recreation. The ‘clinic-free-day’ changes the working
week from a five day schedule to a four-day schedule for all physicians, without any
adjustment of the workload. At Accountancy, too, people who work four days a
week, work a full-time workload. At Accountancy, this four day workweek would be
called part-time, but the physicians do not label the four-day working week as
part-time working. Instead, they have discursively created a new category: the
‘clinic-free- day’ which effectively keeps the word ‘part-time’, with its negative
associations, out of the discourse.
Excerpt 10, Hospital, male physician, full-time contract
I. But at the same time, I hear you say we all work four days a week, and that
is part-time, so actually that must be appealing.
HO-mCh-arts1m. But that’s not part-time, you know. We call that full-time.
In excerpt 10, we can see that it is only when the interviewer refers specifically to
part-time work that the physician relates the clinic-free day to the part-time/
full-time discourse. He rejects the association with part-time work and states that
they call the four-day working week full-time. Interestingly, he uses different
verbs in relation to part-time and full-time work. For the category that he rejects,
he states that it is not part-time work. However, in relation to full-time work, he
says we call this full-time. This could indicate that actually he does not consider
the four-day working week to be full-time. The new discursive category of the
‘clinic-free-day’ helps to avoid having to position the four-day working week in the
part-time/full-time discourse.
As with Munici employees and nurses at Hospital, part-time work for physicians
means working three days or fewer. If a physician works part-time, he or she
automatically works three days or fewer because a full-time working week consists
of four working days.
In all three organisations, we see variations in the element of time. Time not
only encompasses formally contracted hours, but also informal hours, availability,
different categorisations and different names. This variation modifies or changes
the time element of the traditional part-time/full-time dichotomy. Moreover, we
see variation based not only on the time dimension but also on the elements of
performance, career, and gender. We will elaborate on these other elements below.
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Performance
Four days part-time versus three days part-time
At Hospital, nurses contrast the performance of staff who work four days part-time
(PT4 workers) to that of staff who work three days or fewer part-time (PT3 workers).
In this comparison, working four days per week is seen as positive in terms of
performance and working three days per week or fewer, is portrayed as negative.
Excerpt 11, Hospital, female nurse, works part-time 4 days
HO-u2-2vk. Because I don’t actually work full-time either.
<…>
I. Okay. But in an informal way, let’s say, by colleagues?
HO-u2-2vk. No. Then they do look at you as full-time.
I. And how can you tell that? What makes you say that?
HO-u2-2vk. From colleagues who work two days a week who say that they have
trouble keeping up with all the changes that are happening here, let’s say…
they will come and ask me lots of questions. Like what happens about this or
that? Because you’re here more often than they are. Yes. <…> You’re a sort of
walking encyclopaedia.
The nurse explains why she is seen as a full-timer, despite formally working
part-time, by pointing out that colleagues who work two days per week have
trouble keeping up with all the changes. By contrast, she as a full-timer can keep
up; in fact, she says she is a sort of a walking encyclopaedia. Other nurses, including
nurses who work three days or fewer, point out that people who work part-time 3
days or less are less knowledgeable because they are less up to date with the latest
developments and protocols in the profession. In other interviews, both with
nurses who work four days and with nurses who work three days or fewer,
performance is also used to contrast the two categories of part-time work. These
respondents discuss nurses who work four days as better at monitoring the
continuity of care than those who work three days or fewer. Nurses who work four
days are portrayed as efficient, while working three days or fewer is seen as
inefficient. These nurses need more time to read the patient transfer reports
because often they have never seen the patient before.
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At Munici, too, the performance of four-day part-time workers is contrasted with
the performance of those who work three days or fewer (excerpt 6).
Excerpt 12, Munici, female manager, works part-time
MU-dep2-1. I think that generally, if you go from working full-time to working
four days a week, you’ll really work more efficiently. Because generally, the
work you’re assigned won’t be reduced. But there is a limit, so if you work less
than four days, and you go down to three days or two days, then what starts to
have an impact is that the knowledge you need to do your work takes up a
larger part [of your working hours]… for example, consulting with others,
keeping up to date with information within the organisation. That takes up a
larger part of your working hours, and below a certain point that becomes more
inefficient. So if you... We have meetings once or twice a week for an hour and
a half… If you only work three days, that is a larger proportion of your working
hours. Now and then we have study days, or now and then you have to go on a
course. And that just takes up more of your time.
<…> I have a manager who works three days a week [for me]. And it doesn’t
really make that much difference for the organisation if there’s a good
replacement for you. I just notice that as a worker, the quality you can provide…
in your management… that people get into difficulty with that. Because you
have to make clear choices, you have to choose what you’re going to focus on.
With four days, you notice that a lot less. That’s much more manageable.
In this excerpt, working three days a week or fewer is portrayed as inefficient
because meetings that take up a larger proportion of working hours and because
keeping up to date with information in the organisation becomes more difficult.
Working three days or fewer may also lead to difficult compromises in terms of
quality.
Four days part-time versus full-time
Excerpt 12 also indicates that members of organisations contrast the performance
of four day part-timers not only with working three days but also with full-time
work. Working four days part-time is portrayed as better than working full-time in
terms of performance. The manager states that people who work four days often
work a full-time workload in four days, which means they work more efficiently
than people who work a full-time workload in five days.
We encounter the same notion of working four days part-time as being more
efficient than full-time work at Accountancy (excerpt 13).
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Excerpt 13, Accountancy, female employee, works part-time
AC-u2-3. Yes, I actually have the idea that because you’re planning and looking
for that balance the whole time, that you work more efficiently.
AC-u2-3. You actually end up working better than you would if you worked five
days a week, which [working five days] perhaps makes you much less efficient,
because then you have more time to chat with colleagues or other things.
Respondents working part-time at Accountancy said that they work more efficiently
because they spend less time chatting and are better at prioritising and delegating
than full-time colleagues. This enables them to work a full-time workload in four days.
Physicians at Hospital use performance as a rationale for the clinic-free day. A
four-day working week is made possible because they have clustered activities or
introduced more sophisticated work-schedules which make working more efficient
and sometimes even lead to higher revenues. Occasionally, this argument is used to
win over sceptical colleagues. Some physicians cite patient continuity as an issue
in relation to working three days or fewer (excerpt 14), something that is not
mentioned in relation to working four days a week.
Excerpt 14, Hospital, male physician, will change to a three-day contract
HO-arts2m. So if you say, guys, I’m going to work four days a week. That
actually means, yes you can start working four days, but it doesn’t mean that
we think less of you.
I. Okay. And what if someone wants to work three days?
HO-arts2m. Yes, then you have to think very carefully about the continuity of
your work.
I. You mean, whether you can follow your patients, or...?
HO-arts2m. Yes, yes. So, is everything going well? Have the hand-overs been
done properly and so on? That will be a process you need to go through each
time, because ten years ago I used to say that working part-time is not possible
as a physician.
I. And I notice that it’s beginning to move much more, so let’s say four days is
fine. Then I think, well okay, what about three then? That is always a point
when people start to think, well… .
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HO-arts2m. I [’m going to] work three days now, so I’ll be there for three days.
I am curious to see how that will work. I have a fairly constant stream of
patients… So we’ll have to see how that all goes.
The physician (excerpt 14) mentions that patient continuity is an issue that must
be considered and monitored carefully when working three days a week. He talks
of it as sort of an experiment and he expresses his curiosity about how this
experiment will work out. He does not use it to portray a four-day working week as
better. This could be because the four-day working week is not seen as part-time
work by physicians, making it unnecessary to resist negative connotations of
part-time work.
All in all, employees use the element of performance to present working four
days as better than working three days or fewer. What is more, because working
four days is portrayed as even better than full-time work, the dichotomy of
full-time work as the ideal and part-time work as imperfect has changed, because
working part-time for four days is now constructed as the ideal category.
Furthermore, this use of performance to portray working four days as efficient
differs from the role of performance in the traditional full-time/part-time
dichotomy, because performance is not equated with number of hours or ‘face
time’, but has been redefined as working efficiently.

Career: motivation, chances, and pace
In all three organisations, career progress is not formally affected by working
part-time. This is actively communicated and promoted in the organisations. For
example, an Accountancy company brochure entitled “Kids and Career” stresses
that people can work part-time and still make progress in their career. Work-life
balance is gaining importance in the organisations. In both formal communication
and informal interaction, it is acknowledged that employees have responsibilities
in life other than those required by the organisation. Part-time employees also use
performance arguments to explain why career progress should not be hindered by
working part-time. This argumentation contrasts with the traditional full-time/
part-time dichotomy, in which part-time work is linked to inferior performance
and career hindrance.
However, despite official policies and despite the performance arguments, in
social practices in all three organisations, we found explicit and implicit indications
of the persistence of traditional career norms that are part of the full-time/
part-time dichotomy.
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Explicit career norms
Traditional norms regarding career and motivation that are part of the traditional
full-time/part-time dichotomy are explicitly used at both Munici and Hospital to
distinguish between working part-time for three days and working part-time for
four days. Those working work three days or fewer are perceived as less motivated
and as only working for financial reasons. Working for financial motives is portrayed
as negative. However, with working four days a week, the link between a lack of
motivation and working for financial reasons is not made. At Munici and Hospital,
those who work four days a week are perceived as career-oriented, which makes it
possible to put themselves in contention as possible career candidates. However,
those who work three days per week are less visible and have more difficulty
presenting themselves as career candidates. Furthermore, at Munici you are less
able to become involved in special projects (which usually require full-time
availability), which is not a problem for those who four days.
At Hospital, nurses who work four days take up issues that go beyond the
specific ward in which they work and are also asked to take on special projects.
Excerpt 15 conveys that this is different for nurses who work three days or fewer.
Excerpt 15, female nurse 2, works part-time four days
HO-u1-3vk. ‘Part-time, full-time’…there are quite a few clichés about that.
I. And what are those clichés then?
HO-u1-3vk. What the full-timers think of the part-timers, well yes, that they’re
not really very well-informed or something. <…> Mortgage nurses...
I. And what is that?
HO-u1-3vk. Mortgage nurses… they are called that from time to time on the
training programme for senior nurses. They are nurses who come here just to
work and finish their shifts and that’s all. But then we have a rule on the ward
that you have your special responsibilities/projects. So you really also have to
do work on issues that go beyond your own ward.
The nurse (excerpt 15) recounts how part-time workers are perceived as not being
well-informed. In fact, there is special nickname that is used to refer to nurses who
‘just’ come to work their shifts. The nickname implies that these nurses only work
to pay their mortgages and are thus only financially motivated. Just working your
shift and being motivated by money is seen in a negative light, as we can see from
her last sentence that indicates that nurses are expected to do more than just work
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their shifts. The label ‘mortgage nurse’ implies that these nurses fail to fulfil all
their duties, because a nurse should be able to take up issues that go beyond their
specific ward. By implication, mortgage nurses are imperfect workers and are
therefore, most likely, not seen as serious candidates for promotion. This nickname
is used specifically for those who work three days or fewer.
Implicit career norms
At Accountancy, the traditional pejorative connotations of part time work in
relation to career advancement are more implicitly detectable. The formal point of
view, as expressed by managers, that part-time work should not be an impediment
to career progress is a clear break from the past, in which working part-time
impeded career advancement. However, there are still ‘old reflexes’ at Accountancy.
A distinction made by managers and HR managers is relevant here – the distinction
between career opportunities (the opportunity to climb the career ladder) and
career timing (the pace at which the career ladder is climbed) (excerpt 16).
Excerpt 16, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
AC-u1-1m. What we do still have difficulty with – both the people themselves
and the organisation – is that if you work 60%, your career opportunities are
the same, but then your career timing will be different.
Career opportunities in several business units seem to be unaffected: there are
many examples of part-time workers who have moved up the career ladder. However,
the pace of career progression is another matter. The managers who decide on
career progress often look at what they call ‘flying hours’ – the number of hours
worked. This is seen as an indication of experience. People who work part-time
have fewer ‘flying hours’. Although there is no automatic link between part-time
work and slower career progression, the issue of ‘flying hours’ is often raised when
a part-time employee wants to move up the career ladder. Sometimes part-timers
progress just as quickly as full-timers and sometimes their progress is slower. For
full-time workers on the other hand, ‘flying hours’ are not an issue.
So for the most part, career progress and part-time work can go together at
Accountancy, although sometimes at a slower pace. However, there are certain
conditions attached. Firstly, respondents indicate that the reasons for part-time work
are important. The commitment of those working part-time for reasons of care or study
is not questioned, but those who work part-time because of a hobby or simply because
they want to have more free time have their commitment strongly questioned. This
could affect career chances negatively. Secondly, managers stress that employees who
work part-time are required to be flexible. This means working overtime, being willing
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to switch their working days if necessary for work and being partly available on days
off by checking voicemail messages, taking phone calls and by checking and responding
to e-mails. If workers are not flexible, they limit their career chances, as managers
mentioned. Thirdly, you have to work in the right business units, because there are
still business units where working part-time is ‘not done’ and automatically reduces or
ruins your career opportunities, as many respondents mentioned. People who work in
these business units and want to work part-time usually transfer to other business
units where it is possible to work part-time and make career progress.
The element of career in the full-time/part-time binary has changed in some
business units at Accountancy. It is possible to climb the career ladder while
working part-time provided that the part-time employee is flexible, works part-time
for the right reasons and works in certain departments. However, career progress
can still be slower and more difficult for part-time workers than full-time workers.

Gendered old and new categories
When we look at the full-time/part-time dichotomy from a gender perspective, in
none of the three organisations do we recognise the traditional gendered
connotation, in which full-time is associated with men and part-time work with
women. However, gender is still very much intertwined with the social practices of
part-time work and full-time work.
Explicit and implicit gender connotations
At Accountancy, the figures on the take up of part-time work challenge the
traditional association between part-time work and women, with 27% of the
part-time workers being male and 73 % is female. In practice, part-time work is an
issue for both men and women.
Furthermore, in the organisational discourse on work-life balance at
Accountancy, and in the stories of employees who work part-time, both men and
women feature as part-time workers. At Accountancy, this is part of a conscious
effort sponsored by the board of directors to make the organisation more diverse
and inclusive. In formal channels of communication (e.g. in a brochure on children
and career), Accountancy consciously includes both men and women when talking
about part-time work or the issue of work-life balance more generally.
However, a more detailed analysis of this brochure on children and career, in
combination with the interviews, reveals implicit gender connotations that paint
a somewhat different picture. Part-time work is still seen as more normal and
acceptable for women than for men in the organisation (excerpt 17), as well as
among Accountancy’s clients (excerpt 18). Sometimes part-time work for men is
even frowned upon at Accountancy.
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Excerpt 17, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
I. Is it still important how the subject is approached in those discussions and
how it is taken up by coaches? So if a man says I want to work part-time or a
woman says I want to work part-time.
AC-u1-1m. Well, it is... if a man asks, it’s more likely to be frowned on than if
a woman asks, but there’s no difference in how it is developed in operational
terms.
I. What’s behind those frowns when men ask then?
AC-u1-1m. Well, yes, the frown says something like… if another man starts
working part-time, then people do think ‘oh, there goes another one’ and the
world is changing. For women it has already become commonplace, but men
doing it too – that is still far from commonplace. They don’t really have to...
Excerpt 18, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
AC-u1-1m. More and more often, you see that clients understand that people
work part-time – well, women, I should say, because they still have more
problems when men do it.
This is linked to norms relating to work-life balance and traditional gendered
norms relating to ideal mothers and fathers. First, part-time work is predominantly
related to care at Accountancy. According to one of the managers, this was the
right reason to work part-time. Second, care and work-life balance are seen as
women’s issues and not as men’s issues (excerpt 19 and 20).
Excerpt 19, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
AC-u2-1m. In this business unit we have a relatively high number of women
and you do see a lot of part-time working among women with children, or even
those without children but who still have care responsibilities at home, because
that is still the standard pattern.
Excerpt 20, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
I. So women will say ‘no’ less easily.
AC-u1-1m. I think so, yes. The work-life balance discussion is also relevant
more often there. Ultimately.
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The last sentence of excerpt 16 may also be revealing in this respect. The manager
indicates that in the organisation, part-time work for men is often seen as
something unnecessary, while for women it is generally accepted. The different
levels of acceptance of part-time work for men and women can be seen in excerpt
21, where the manager explains why he thinks part-time work for men is frowned
upon by the partners.
Excerpt 21, Accountancy, male business unit leader, full-time contract
AC-U1-1m. It’s clearly a kind of bottom-up process. If you look at the partners…
I think I’m one of the few partners who has a partner who works. Almost all the
others have partners who stay at home and look after the children. Exactly the
same goes for the director[s] at the moment, now I think about it. None of them
has a wife who works, although they have all worked in the past. So in that
respect, the role model has come slowly but surely from the bottom up, now
that more and more senior managers are going, there is more acceptance [and
people think]: ‘That [men working part-time] is just normal now.’ Among the
partners, it’s more like: ‘Is that normal now?’ <surprise>. Yes, that’s just normal
now. It’s just that little bit different. A different intonation that indicates that
it’s really not that bad. It takes time.
I. Does that different tone stop people from asking?
AC-U1-1m. Looking at the number of people who do ask, I think I can dare to
say no to that question. But you do notice that they… almost all the requests
arrive by e-mail.
I. Why is that then?
AC-assu-1m. I think that it is partly to do with people themselves. It is
somehow difficult to ask, so it is easier to do it in writing first, and see what
the reaction is, and then respond to that.
The managers mentions that the vast majority of partners who have to decide on
granting part-time work have a very traditional notion of the breadwinner/
homemaker division of labour themselves, because they have always worked more
than full-time, with their wives as full-time homemakers. This means that in their
role as managers, they are having to deal with norms about the ideal father and
mother that differ from their own privately held norms. This could create ambiguity
and make it more difficult for men to ask to work part-time. However, at first the
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manager denies that this may prevent men from requesting part-time work, based
on the number of requests he receives and later he admits that there is a barrier
which makes it difficult for staff to make this request face-to-face.
Implicit traditional norms relating to ideal fathers and mothers are also
evidenced by the brochure on children and career. This brochure consciously seeks
to address both fathers and mothers, as evidenced by inclusive visuals of both men
and women as parents and by the use of inclusive language (‘you’ or ‘parents’).
However, a closer look shows that, implicitly, the mother is still seen as the primary
caregiver. In a chapter on the dialogue between parents and the organisation, the
introduction starts by using the inclusive “parent” and “you”, appearing to address
both fathers and mothers. However, the checklist immediately after this introduction
is entitled “Before your maternity leave” and the same ‘you’ is used. This would
imply that the words ‘parent’ and ‘you’ are actually addressing mothers, not fathers.
Furthermore, it is not only accepted that women work part-time for care reasons,
but it actually expected, as we can see in excerpt 22, which is taken from this same
brochure.
Excerpt 22, Accountancy, internal brochure on children and career
‘After my maternity leave, my manager assumed that I would want to start
working part-time. My portfolio had already been halved when I came back. It
was all very well-intentioned, but I carried on working full-time. Next time I’ll
coordinate things better with my manager and the team so that we understand
each other better.’ Mother, one child
The female employee quoted on the first page in the brochure recounts how her
manager assumed that she would want to work part-time after her maternity leave
and had reduced her client portfolio accordingly. However, contrary to these
expectations the employee continued to work full-time. Whether or not this was
well-intentioned, if we put this quote in the context of this brochure we can make
some critical observations. Firstly, one of the aims of the brochure is to provide an
overview of everything that (prospective) working parents should consider.
Evidently, mothers have to consider specifically pointing out that they want to
continue working full-time. Apparently, if a mother fails to talk to her manager
about returning to work after her maternity leave, she runs the risks that her
manager will assume that she wants to move to part-time work. This indicates that
traditional cultural norms relating to mothers who are assumed to work part-time
are still very strong in the organisation. In fact, this assumption is so strong that
it needs rectifying on the first page. Secondly, this first page features a second
quote, this time from a father who talks about the impact of a child on his life. He
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explains that he used to play in a rock band, but now cannot get the melodies of
children’s songs out of his head. The father on the first page only talks about
impact on his private life and not about the impact on his work. This second quote
underlines the gendered nature of part-time work and the persistence of very
different cultural norms regarding fatherhood and motherhood. For fathers, having
a child is not linked to an impact on their work, while for mothers it is assumed it
will impact on their work: they are expected to work part-time. At the same time,
however, the pictures of the father changing a nappy, as well as other pictures in
the brochure, seem to communicate the notion of the ‘new involved father’, who
not only works but also cares for his children.
In conclusion, despite the part-time and full-time working practices of both
men and women, and despite conscious efforts to change traditional gendered
norms relating to part-time and full-time work at Accountancy, traditional cultural
norms about ideal fathers and mothers and related norms about the work-life
balance still play an important role, albeit implicitly. Care is assumed to be a
responsibility for mothers and mothers are therefore expected to work part-time.
For fathers, care is a choice that is frowned upon, and the assumption is still that
they will be the breadwinners. Work –life balance is predominantly about balancing
work and care responsibilities, and as such is a women’s issue.
Gender in four days part-time versus three days part-time
The categories of four days per week and three days per week have different gender
connotations. Although part-time work is still very much associated with care and
thus linked to a traditional breadwinner/homemaker division of labour, working
four days per week can be done by both men and women in all three organisations.
Excerpt 23 conveys the different gender connotations of these categories.
Excerpt 23, Munici, female employee, works part-time,
I. Do you also think that working part-time is associated with being a mother
or becoming one?
MU-dep1-2. Yes, yes, all the part-timers are also mothers, that’s true, if you
look at those who work less than 4 days.
I. So if you work 4 days, which in principle is also part-time, couldn’t they be
mothers too?
MU-dep1-2. Yes.
<…>
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I. Do you think that it would make a difference if you were a man or woman, if
you said I want to work less [than 4 days]? Just say a man wanted that. Would
they react differently, do you think?
MU-dep1-2. I think they would react differently, yes.
I. And in what way?
MU-dep1-2. Well, it’s not usual for a man to be more than one day... Anyway
it’s… it’s changing. There are more and more fathers who do want to work a day
less. But if I look at the hours that I’d be working, two days less, that… no…
The respondent at Munici explains that working three days per week is associated
with mothers and confirms that if a women works four days a week, there is no
automatic link with care. However, for men this is different, as we can derive from
the last response in the excerpt. Here, she first states that is unusual for men to work
three days or fewer and then, the switch from ‘men’ to ‘fathers’ in relation to working
four per week indicates that for men working four days is only linked to care.
At Hospital, the category of working four days per week (which is informally
known as full-time) is portrayed as gender-neutral. Both nurses and unit managers
state that working four days a week is almost inevitable since the shift system
makes it very difficult to work 100%. If nurses worked 100%, the recovery time
between shifts would be too short, and this is seen as physically unfeasible. These
constraints make it necessary to work four days per week.
However, working three days or fewer (which is the category that is seen as
really part-time at Hospital and Munici) is not related to work constraints as we can
see in excerpt 24. Please note that when the respondent talks about part-timers she
is referring to the category three days part-time or fewer.
Excerpt 24: Hospital, female nurse, works part-time four days a week
HO-u1-3vk. And because lots of women work in [unit 2] I think, and a lot of…
yes… you see... you see that a lot of women get pregnant and have children and
start working less... There aren’t many women who can still manage to arrange
it that they work 88 or 100 percent [= 4 days part-time or full-time], I’d say, so
proportionately I do think there are quite a few part-timers working in health
care.
The respondent mentions that not many women with children are able to work four
days part-time or full-time. In relation to three days, work constraints are not
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mentioned. Instead, care constraints are mentioned as a reason for working parttime and these constraints are only mentioned in relation to mothers. In contrast
to four days per week, three days per week is portrayed as a gendered category
linked to childcare and women.
In sum, at Munici and Hospital the category of four days part-time would appear
to be a less gendered category. However, the distinction between different forms
of part-time work is gendered, just as the distinction between full-time and
part-time work in the traditional dichotomy is gendered. The form of part-time
work that is seen as more problematic (three days per week) is associated exclusively
with female employees who have children. The form of part-time work that is seen
as less problematic – and sometimes even as ideal (four days a week) – can be done
by fathers or women (with or without children). What is more, despite the fact that
women who work four days a week are not necessarily mothers, there still is a
strong link between part-time work and parenthood.

Discussion
Although part-time and full-time work are often presented as binary categories in
scientific studies and wider societal debates, we have argued that this does not do
justice to the heterogeneity and dynamics of the social practices of part-time and
full-time work. By exploring the elements of time, performance, career and gender
of the part-time/full-time dichotomy, we have uncovered variation and change in
the categories of part-time and full-time work. These changes vary from a
weakening of this binary distinction to fundamental shifts in the dichotomy, and
they have diverse implications for the visibility and legitimacy of inequality
regimes in organisations.
In the case of Accountancy, the traditional distinction between full-time work
as ideal and part-time work as imperfect is weakening. The emergence of a work-life
balance discourse (which is primarily related to care) in this organisation is slowly
modifying some of the underlying norms and elements of the part-time/full-time
binary. Long hours and full-time availability are still considered the ideal, but
norms of availability have been amended for part-time workers. They can be
available by phone or e-mail on their non-work day(s), rather than being physically
present. Furthermore, ideal worker norms that link career progression with
full-time work are also being amended. The practice of part-time work in some
business units makes it possible to be absent on some days, to be slightly less
available and work fewer long-hour days and still have career opportunities. If you
work part-time for the right reasons (care or study), are flexible and work in the
right business units, your career progress may be unaffected by working part-time.
However, the pace of career progression is another matter. Performance norms are
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still based on input in the form of ‘flying hours’. These ‘flying hours’ are still an
important determinant for the pace of career progression, implying slower career
progress for part-time workers. The amendment of career progression and
availability norms means that career inequality between part-time and full-time
workers is smaller. However, career inequality is still present in the organisation.
In some business units, being available less than full-time is ‘not done’ and wanting
to work part-time still means the end of your career.
It seems to be that these business units where part-time work is not done are
used by respondents to legitimise the remaining inequality in their own business
units, where there is less career inequality between part-time and full-time
workers. By pointing out the much grimmer alternative, the remaining inequality
is portrayed as fairly reasonable, which helps to legitimise it. Furthermore, the
presence of a grimmer alternative could make the remaining career inequalities in
the better business units less visible as well. If the spotlight falls on the worst
business units, the remaining inequality in the better business units will remain
in the shadows. What is more, the contrast between these better and worse business
units in terms of career inequalities can also help to legitimise the serious
inequality within the business units where part-time work is not tolerated. After
all, the organisation does offer a relatively ‘safe haven’ for those employees who
want to work part-time and have a career. People can always choose to transfer to
those more tolerant business units, so there is less need to fight the inequalities in
the worse business units.
The gendered nature of the part-time/full-time dichotomy also seems to be
weakening. Accountancy is trying to break the gender-inequality of part-time as
women’s work and full-time as men’s work, by making it clear that (formally) gender
inequality is considered illegitimate within their organisation. Both men and
women feature as part-time workers in the organisational discourse. Furthermore,
a considerable number of men work part-time and a considerable number of women
work full-time. However, our analysis of the implicit gender connotations that are
present in the organisation indicates that at present only small changes have
occurred in gender inequality. Traditional norms – relating to ideal mothers as
primary caregivers, ideal fathers as breadwinners and work-life balance being only
about balancing work and care responsibilities – still play an important role in the
organisation. Because of these gendered norms, part-time work is still normal and
expected for female employees. For men, full-time work is expected and working
part-time is a choice that is easily frowned upon. These gendered norms are implicit
and therefore not immediately visible, which could impede further changes in
gender inequalities.
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At Munici and Hospital large numbers of employees are not present full-time which
has implications for the visibility and legitimacy of inequality regimes. At Hospital,
only 30% of nurses work full-time. This makes part-time work commonplace and
highly visible in the organisation, delegitimising the traditional inequality
between part-time and full-time workers: an organisation cannot categorise a large
proportion of its workforce as imperfect. At Munici, there are fewer part-time
workers but here there are also large numbers of workers who work full-time in four
days or take a day off every two weeks. This normalises working patterns in which
people are regularly absent for one day per week. Again, this serves to delegitimise
inequalities between full-time workers and those who are available four days per
week.
In these two organisations we find more fundamental changes in the part-time/
full-time dichotomy. At Munici and Hospital, variation and changes in the elements
of time, performance, career and gender are effectively breaking up the part-time/
full-time dichotomy. Three new categories have emerged in these organisations:
full-time, four days part-time and three or fewer days part-time. The category of
three days per week is defined as a problematic category in terms of performance
and career, and the category of four days per week is seen much more favourably
in comparison. The category of three days per week inherits the negative image of
part-time work. The performance of workers who work four days per week is
depicted as good, by contrast, and sometimes even better than the performance of
full-time workers. The contrast in performance can be seen as a way in which
members of the organisation delegitimise any inequality between working full-time
and working for four days or part-time work in general. At the same time, employees
use the performance element to legitimise the remaining inequality between
working four days per week and three days per week.
The break-down of the binary of full-time as ideal and part-time as imperfect
works in different ways at Munici and Hospital. This is linked to the different
names used to distinguish between working full-time, working four days per week
and working three days or fewer. The renaming helps to avoid the traditional
connotations of full-time as ideal and part-time as imperfect. At Munici, respondents
distinguish between three categories: ‘really part-time’ (three days per week or
fewer), ‘not really part-time’ (four days per week) and full-time. In effect, this
splits the traditional part-time category into two part-time categories with
different connotations. It transforms the traditional imperfect category of
part-time work into a more diverse category that encompasses both negative and
positive connotations. The traditional category of full-time remains intact. For
nurses working at Hospital, in effect, two new categories of full-time and part-time
have emerged. The new category of four days per week has been renamed as
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‘full-time’, changing the time element of the traditional category of full-time work.
Full-time work has come to mean working four days a week or more, and this
changes the ideal worker norm of full-time availability to four-day availability. The
time element of part-time work has also been changed by this move. The category
of part-time work has become narrower, and now means working three days or
fewer. This has changed the traditional full-time/part-time dichotomy. However,
the other dimensions of the categories of full-time and part-time have stayed
intact. Part-time work is still depicted negatively in terms of performance – as the
term ‘mortgage nurse’ conveys – and full-time work is still defined as the ideal
category, reproducing the traditional hegemonic meaning of full-time as ideal and
part-time work as imperfect. Physicians avoid calling four days per week ‘part-time’
or ‘full-time’ and have invented a new term – the ‘clinic free day’ – which effectively
keeps working four days a week out of the part-time/full-time discourse with its
associated negative and positive connotations.
The redefinition of the time dimension in part-time and full-time work in
combination with the change in the career element of part-time and full-time work
reduces career inequality between people who work full-time and people who work
four days per week. Both are constructed as motivated, good performers who are
eligible for career advancement. The category of three days per week continues to
suffer from a negative image and inequality in career opportunities. Furthermore,
the new categories of part-time and full-time work at Munici and Hospital both
reproduce and change gender inequalities. The category of four days part-time is
inhabited by both men and women and is no longer associated exclusively with
care. This changes the gendered connotation of part-time work as women’s work
that is related to care responsibilities. By contrast, the category of three days
part-time, which inherits the career inequalities that were traditionally associated
with the category of part-time work, is associated exclusively with mothers. Neither
men in general, nor women without children are linked to this problematic
category. Inequality regimes have changed because gendered career inequalities
have shifted to a specific form of part-time work, thus disadvantaging a smaller
group of employees. However, the nature of the gender inequality regimes in these
organisations has not really changed: mothers still suffer the most from inequalities.
All in all, we have indicated that variation and change in the part-time/full-time
dichotomy highlights that shifts are occurring in gender inequality regimes in
organisations. Gendered career inequalities are shifting, are becoming more varied
and are disadvantaging a smaller group of employees than might be assumed on the
basis of the old dichotomy. However, some categories of workers are still seen as
imperfect and continue to suffer from inequality. The question is whether the
management of organisations consider these remaining inequalities to be an issue
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that needs addressing. We argue that this is not necessarily the case: managers also
have something to gain from the remaining inequality. In an organisation, only a
limited number of people are needed to do special projects or become a manager.
There is also a need for people who simply do the standard work. Furthermore, in
Accountancy the continuing less favourable position of part-time work and part-time
workers may prevent large numbers of employees from working part-time. As one of
the managers explained: if large numbers of employees started working part-time,
the organisation would have a problem because the company’s revenue is based
mainly on the number of hours worked by the employees. Managers have an implicit
interest in maintain the inequalities that still remain, and this may stand in the
way of further changes in inequality regimes.

Conclusion
This study furthers our understanding of the contribution of part-time and
full-time work to changes in and the persistence of inequality regimes in
organisations. It does this in several ways.
Firstly, our study indicates that simply linking the part-time/full-time binary
to the (re)production of inequality regimes in organisation (Acker, 2009) is too
crude. Inequalities are shifting, becoming more varied and disadvantaging smaller
groups of employees than might be assumed on the basis of the traditional
dichotomy. Furthermore, the social practices of part-time and full-time work are
changing inequality regimes and at the same time reproducing them. Changes in
the social practices of part-time and full-time work have led to the emergence of
two categories of part-time work. The ‘new’ category of four days per week is no
longer an exclusively female category, and no longer suffers from negative
connotations and consequences. This is changing inequality regimes. However,
changes in the social practices of part-time and full-time work also reproduce
inequality regimes. The category of working three days per week has inherited the
gender inequality associated with the traditional category of part-time work as a
whole. The category is linked exclusively with mothers and it suffers from the
negative connotations and consequences.
Secondly, our study reveals three important factors that play a role in the
reproduction or change of inequality regimes: (a) contrasting, (b) renaming, and
(c) the weight of numbers.
Our study highlights that contrasting is an important discursive practice which
members of the organisation can use to legitimise or delegitimise inequality
regimes within the organisation. This act of contrasting highlights the agency of
organisation members in relation to inequality regimes in organisations. Members
of the organisation use contrasting in two ways: firstly, employees contrast the
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performance of different categories of workers (full-timers, four days part-timers,
three days part-timers) to legitimise the remaining inequalities and delegitimise
former inequalities; secondly, members of the organisation (employees and
managers) contrast inequality in their own organisational unit to worse inequality
in other units. By highlighting the worse inequalities elsewhere, the remaining
inequality in their unit looks good. This legitimises both the remaining inequalities
in the ‘good’ part of the organisation and the more serious inequalities in the ‘bad’
part of the organisation. It also decreases the visibility of inequality in the ‘good’
part of the organisation, which might form an impediment to further tackling the
remaining inequality regimes in the organisation.
Furthermore, our study indicates that renaming of categories is another
discursive practice that can play a role in changing or reproducing inequality
regimes. In the case of part-time work, introducing new names seems to act as an
important lever for change. New names can help to avoid the negative connotations
of formerly disadvantaged categories and evoke new, positive connotations. We
also saw how renaming can reinforce disadvantaged positions: the category of
employees that inherits the old name still suffers from the negative associations
linked to that name and still find themselves disadvantaged. The changing of the
discourse is another way in which organisation members can exert agency in
relation to inequality regimes. For physicians, this agency is linked to their
positional power as partners in a partnership. For other members of the organisation
at Hospital and Munici, the possibility to change the discourse appears to be linked
to another factor: the weight of numbers.
The weight of numbers can also be an important factor in changing inequality
regimes. If large numbers of the workforce work part-time, inequality becomes
highly visible and thus it becomes less legitimate to imply part-time workers as
imperfect, helping to overcome inequality. It is no coincidence that working four
days is widely seen in a positive light in the two organisations where a large
percentage of employees work part-time or are available four days a week.
We can conclude that changes in the social practices of part-time and full-time
work seem to be a double-edged sword in changing inequality regimes: change in
gender inequality regimes has gone hand in hand with the reproduction of
inequality regimes in (parts of) the organisations. While the good news is that
fewer people are confronted with inequalities that stem from part-time work, still
a substantial gender inequality remains.
This study has an important limitation that could inspire further research. In
our study we focused on inequality regimes that result in gendered career inequality
and the contribution that part-time and full-time work make to those regimes. Due
to the case selection and the selection of functions, respondents were almost
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exclusively white, Dutch men and women who had received a university education,
higher vocational education or intermediate vocational education. The study did
not include any less educated or unskilled workers or any respondents from ethnic
minorities. However, Acker’s work on inequality regimes (Acker, 2006, 2009) and
recent work on intersectionality (Verloo, 2005; Verloo, 2009; Holvino, 2010)
indicates the relevance of taking into account other possible axes of inequality
when looking at gender. It would be interesting to perform case study research that
would enable an investigation of the role of intersectionalities of gender and other
axes of inequality in relation to social practices of part-time and full-time work
and its contribution to inequality regimes in organisations.
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BALANCE IN THE EMPLOYMENT RELATIONSHIP?
Introduction
The issue of work-life balance is currently the subject of much academic and societal
debate. In debates concerning the changes in the nature of new employment
relationships and the commodification of labour (D’Art and Turner, 2006; Roehling,
et al., 2000), the issue of work-life balance (WLB) is also assuming an important role.
Employment relationships involve formal and informal expectations and obligations
between employers and employees (D’Art and Turner, 2006; Dabos and Rousseau,
2004). It includes expectations about how to manage employees, how to facilitate
cooperation and how employees should relate to the organisation, their work and
their co-workers (Schoemaker, 1998). One important feature of the traditional
employment relationship is the status of labour as a commodity. Traditionally, the
employment relationship is an exchange between employer and employee as a human
resource, not as a human being (D’Art and Turner, 2006). This implies a strict division
between work and private life. The traditional employment relationship is only
concerned with people in their capacity as employees and silences other roles they
may have in life. Organisations have sought to improve WLB by introducing work-life
policies (WLPs), such as flexible work policies, leave policies, childcare policies and
part-time work. The increased prominence of WLB and the introduction of WLPs
could imply a shift in the nature of the employment relationship. The introduction
of WLPs means that employees’ private lives are no longer silenced or automatically
placed outside the employment relationship. The inclusion of formal WLPs in legal
terms of employment seems to signal that employers now consider WLB support as
part of the employment relationship and on this basis, employees might expect WLB
support to be part of this deal (Dick, 2006; Roehling, et al., 2000). It seems that WLB
may be becoming a responsibility that employers and employees share, rather than
a problem for employees to solve individually (Gambles, et al., 2006) which is to be
kept outside the employment relationship.
Mutual expectations and obligations in the employment relationship are based
only partly on formal agreements such as the formal employment contract and terms
of employment, which may include a range of formal WLPs. An important element of
the employment relationship is the psychological contract which refers to the system
of beliefs about mutual obligations between employer and employee (Dabos and
Rousseau, 2004; Rousseau, 1995). These beliefs are shaped by social norms,
organisational culture, organisational practices, individuals’ interactions with other
members of the organisation and the personal characteristics of the individual
(Anderson and Schalk, 1998; Dabos and Rousseau, 2004; Dick, 2006; Roehling and
Boswell, 2004). This raises the question of whether there is consistency between the
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different signals given by employers about expectations and obligations in the
employment relationship. Debates on the take-up rate of WLPs by employees (Den
Dulk and De Ruijter, 2008; McDonald, et al., 2007; Poelmans and Beham, 2008) make
it clear that there is not always consistency between the signals sent by WLPs, which
are part of employees’ terms of employment, and the signals sent by organisational
practices. Organisational culture may form an impediment to making use of the
WLPs available because often cultural practices are less supportive than the signals
given by the formal WLPs might suggest (Chapter 3).
This chapter brings together insights into the social practice of WLB support
from the previous chapters. It also presents an analysis of managers’ statements
regarding WLB support. In particular, we use these insights to consider how the
social practice of WLB support may indicate a shift in the nature of the employment
relationship by examining the variety among different organisations and the
ambiguous signals within organisations concerning the role of WLB support in the
employment relationship. We explore the impact of WLB support in three different
organisations in three different sectors: an accountancy firm, a local municipality
and a hospital. We chose these organisations because we expected to encounter
variations in the role of WLB support between and within these organisations.
These variations could help us to understand the variety and ambiguities in the
shift in the nature of the employment relationship.

WLB support and the employment relationship
Although the issue of WLB and WLPs influence the employment relationship
directly, research on WLB has tended to focus on the individual, leaving the
organisational level relatively under-researched (Casper, et al., 2007; Warhurst, et
al., 2008). Studies on the employment relationship have also tended to focus on the
individual level and the expectations of employees (Dick, 2010). We, on the other
hand, would like to turn to the organisational level by exploring how employers
signal their expectations of the employment relationship.
The employment relationship involves formal and informal expectations and
obligations between employers and employees (D’Art and Turner, 2006; Dabos and
Rousseau, 2004). Mutual expectations and obligations in the employment
relationship are based partly on formal agreements such as contracts of employment
and legal terms of employment (Roehling and Boswell, 2004). However, employer
and employee expectations relating to the role of WLB in the employment
relationship are only partly captured by formal written agreements. For a large
part, they remain implicit and informal and derived from other sources. This is
reflected in the ‘psychological contract’ (Dabos and Rousseau, 2004; Rousseau,
1995): beliefs about mutual obligations between the employer and the employee.
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These beliefs involve both transactional elements and relational elements.
Transactional elements are short-term, tangible and specific, such as those relating
to pay and promotion. Relational elements are more abstract and have a longer-term
focus, such as long-term job security, support with personal problems, fairness,
levels of trust, and a perception of being valued by the organisation. According to
D’Art & Turner (2006), these relational aspects are more important in the new
employment relationship and the realisation of these aspects serves to
de-commodify labour. Support for WLB may be seen as both a transactional and
relational element of the psychological contract. Including formal WLPs in the
terms of employment would seem to imply that WLB support is a tangible, specific
transactional element. An agreement to work part-time, for example, would seem
to be a simple transactional element. An employee may work fewer hours and in
return accepts a proportionate cut in pay. However, WLB support (in the form of
WLPs and informal support) is also an important relational aspect of the
psychological contract (Dick, 2006, 2010; Guzzo and Noonan, 1994). It could signal
the employer’s concern about their employees’ welfare, and may lead employees to
believe that they are valued by the organisation (Dick, 2010; Scandura and Lankau,
1997; Smithson and Lewis, 2000). Furthermore, the inclusion of WLB support is a
reminder that human resources are embodied in people. It shows that employees
are not just resources but human beings who are also partners, caregivers,
volunteers, sportsmen/sportswomen as well as employees. WLB support could be an
expression of valuing the ‘whole’ human being.
Mutual expectations and obligations about the role of WLB support in the
relationship between employer and employee are shaped by a number of factors
(Anderson and Schalk, 1998; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler, 2000; Dabos and Rousseau,
2004; Dick, 2006; Roehling and Boswell, 2004; Rousseau and Greller, 1994): (1)
societal norms; (2) organisational level signals such as (a) organisational (HR)
policies, (b) interaction with organisational agents such as supervisors and HR
professionals who send signals about the psychological contract, (c) organisational
culture, and (d) organisational practices; and (3) the personal characteristics of the
individual. In this paper, we will concentrate on the organisational level in relation
to the societal level context. We will not go into the personal characteristics of
individuals. Although HR policies, organisational culture, organisational practices
and interactions with organisational agents are treated as separate signals in
studies on the employment relationship and/or the psychological contract, we
would like to emphasise that we see them as intrinsically intertwined cultural
practices. Cultural norms influence and are part of organisational practices, policies
and interactions while at the same time these practices, policies and interactions
produce, reproduce or modify cultural norms in organisations. We therefore treat
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the distinction between organisational culture and other signals as an analytical
distinction.

Societal norms
Societal norms may influence how employees and managers view support for
work-life balance as part of the employment relationship. Scandura and Lankau
(1997) point out that the presence of WLB support in the broader institutional
environment may lead employees to believe that their employers are obliged to
provide them with work-life policies. Dick (2006) notes that government pressures
to allow part-time working in the police force and instances of successful industrial
tribunal cases when part-time work was refused, have led both managers and
employees to believe that organisations are obliged to allow part-time work.
Roehling and Boswell (2004) showed that societal level norms also influence how
the psychological contract is understood by employees and that this understanding
can be substantially different from the terms of the formal employment contract.
A study by Lewis and Smithson (2001) indicates that societal level norms reflected
in welfare state regimes lead employees to expect that employers should support
them in achieving a balance between their professional and private lives.

Organisational work-life policies
At the organisational level, these societal signals have led to formal support in the
form of specific organisational HR policies: work-life policies such as leave policies,
flexible work policies, childcare policies and part-time work. Formally incorporating
WLPs into legal terms of employment acts as an organisational structural signal,
encouraging the belief that WLB support is part of the employment relationship
(Dick, 2006; Scandura and Lankau, 1997). In the Dutch context, all employers offer
the legally prescribed WLPs such as leave policies and part-time work. In addition,
many Dutch organisations also offer flexible working and teleworking. Including
WLPs in the formal terms of employment sends out the signal that employers view
WLB support as part of the employment relationship. On this basis, employees
might expect flexibility in work time, work place and work load to accommodate
private needs, to be part of the employment relationship. Offering formal WLB
support in the form of WLPs seems to indicate that WLB support has modified the
traditional employment relationship. This idea may be further encouraged by
explicit statements about WLB support in written, formal communication such as
(social) policy documents or the website of the organisation (chapter 2). However,
more informal and implicit signals such as organisational culture, organisational
practices and interaction with organisational agents may shed a different light on
whether WLB support has changed the employment relationship.
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Interaction with organisational agents
As agents of the organisation, HR managers and line managers can all be seen as
‘contract makers’ (Dick, 2006; Rousseau and Greller, 1994). Their actions and
interaction with organisation members send out signals about the role of WLB
support in the employment relationship. The views of these agents about how the
employer should support the work-life balance of employees signals the specific
ways in which WLB support is part of the employment relationship. The way HR and
line managers deal with WLPs in daily practice, the way they help to control the
work-life boundary within the organisation and their actions and interaction with
employees relating to management of work and employees can all be read as signals
about the role of WLB support in the employment relationship.

Cultural norms
The actions and interaction of organisational agents are informed by cultural norms
relating to work, life and work-life balance and these norms are also produced,
reproduced or altered through these actions and interactions. Chapter 2 which
investigates WLB support messages on company websites, indicates that the cultural
norms that underlie messages of WLB support send implicit messages that conflict
with their explicitly supportive message. Cultural norms relating to WLB support are
implicit messages about the kind of WLB support that is on offer and the designated
beneficiaries of this support. These norms are actually less inclusive and less supportive
than the explicit messages may seek to convey. Furthermore, cultural norms relating
to work such as those concerning availability and flexibility, may not sit comfortably
with explicit messages of generous WLB support (chapter 2). These explicit messages of
WLB support and the implicit cultural norms relating to work and WLB support can all
be seen as signals of the role of WLB support in the employment relationship. It
highlights that these various signals can create ambiguity about the role of WLB
support. Cultural norms relating to work and work-life balance may not be shared
throughout an organisation as the three perspective theory of organisational culture
of Martin (1992; 2002) makes clear. Martin states that cultural norms are not only
shared within organisations (integration perspective) but can also be differentiated
for different groups within one organisation (differentiation perspective), or can even
be ambiguous and paradoxical (fragmentation perspective). The work of Ybema (1996;
1997) on cultural contradictions in organisations shows that such shared, diverse and
ambiguous cultural norms can occur simultaneously. This means that signals sent
through cultural norms about the role of WLB support in the employment relationship
may be shared, but may also vary between departments or groups of employees.
Cultural norms can also send ambiguous or paradoxical signals about the role of WLB
support in the employment relationship.
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Organisational work-life practices
Two work-life practices are especially relevant to the role of WLB support in the
employment relationship: organisational boundary work (chapter 3) and part-time
work (chapter 4). Organisational boundary work is the set of social practices that
is used to create or maintain cultural boundaries between work and private life.
Organisational boundary work regulates whether employees can integrate work and
private life at the workplace or are expected to take care of private matters outside
the work place (the separation of work and private life). In this way, organisational
boundary work shows the specific way in which employers believe WLB support to
be part of the employment relationship. Cultural norms and constellations of
material and discursive controls are an important part of organisational boundary
work. WLPs can be used as controls to create or maintain more or less permeable
boundaries between work and private life and can support the integration and/or
separation of work and private life (chapter 3). This form of organisational boundary
work signals that WLB support as part of the employment relationship can take the
form of allowing employees the time to take care of private matters outside the
workplace, through formal leave policies or part-time work. Alternatively, it can
take the form of support for the integration of work and private life inside and
outside the workplace. Furthermore, cultural norms on the room for life at work
have an important place in organisational boundary work. In chapter 3 we indicate
that these norms can differentiate between everyday private matters and major
life events and between different groups of employees. Norms relating to the room
for life that are part of organisational boundary work signal how WLB support for
integrating and/or separating work and private life in the employment relationship
can vary between employees and regarding major life events and everyday private
matters.
Secondly, part-time work is the most widespread form of WLB support offered
by organisations in the Netherlands. No other country in the world has a higher
percentage of employees working part-time. In 2006, 75% of women and 23% of
men worked part-time, which is defined as less than 35 hours a week (Portegijs,
2009). Chapter 4 highlights that the social practices of part-time and full-time
work reveal work-related norms on time, availability, performance and career that
may enhance or detract from WLB support. These work-related norms reveal
expectations regarding work that are also part of the traditional employment
relationship. WLB support, in the form of WLPs such as part-time work, forms an
additional element in the new employment relationship. Investigating the social
practice of part-time work will reveal whether WLB support is merely an addition
to the traditional employment relationship or whether WLB support has also
modified or changed other elements of the employment relationship such as norms
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on work. We will therefore examine social practices of part-time work as important
signals of the role of WLB support in the employment relationship.
To summarise, this paper examines employer signals concerning the role of
WLB support in the employment relationship in three different organisations to
investigate how WLB support indicates a shift in the nature of the employment
relationship. Firstly, we examine explicit, formal expectations and obligations as
communicated by HR policies. Specifically, we look at WLPs in formal terms of
employment and we also investigate formal communication practices. Secondly, we
explore more implicit, informal expectations and obligations by examining the
dynamic interplay between the cultural norms, practices and interaction related to
WLB support. Specifically, we examine statements from organisational agents on
the role of WLB support in the employment relationship and we investigate two
work-life practices: organisational boundary work and part-time work. We
re-analyse insights regarding organisational boundary work (chapter 3) and social
practices of part-time/full-time work (chapter 4) as signals of the role of WLB
support in the employment relationship. Our findings indicate that informal
employer expectations and obligations involve (1) WLB support as an individual or
shared responsibility, (2) how actively the employer should offer WLB support, (3)
support for the integration and/or separation of work and private life, and (4) WLB
support as an added element or fundamental change in the employment relationship.

Dutch societal context
The understanding of the role of WLB support in the employment relationship
within organisations in the Netherlands is influenced by societal norms regarding
work-life balance. Work-life balance is a societal norm that is becoming more and
more important in the Netherlands (Van Hoof, 2002). This is evidenced by societal
debates in newspapers, magazines and television programmes and by public policies
that aim to facilitate a balance work and private lives.
The issue of achieving or maintaining a healthy work-life balance features
prominently in newspapers, magazines and on television. In professional business
practice, work-life balance is also a prominent issue. An increasingly popular
strategy that companies use to distinguish themselves from the competition on
the labour market is to present themselves as employers who support work-life
balance (chapter 2). This is reinforced by league tables and rankings of employers
who are supportive of work-life balance and nowadays companies can win awards
for their efforts in this area, such as the ‘Lof’ magazine list of ‘Best Companies for
Working Parents’. A good work-life balance is becoming an increasingly legitimate
norm and may lead to the belief that work-life balance support is part of the
psychological contract.
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Furthermore, Dutch public policy aims to help employees balance their work and
private lives and the Dutch government has instigated legislation to support this
aim. Dutch legislation regulates the provision of a range of WLPs. The Law on Work
and Care (Wet Arbeid en Zorg) obliges employers to offer employees various forms
of leave such as maternity leave, parental leave, calamity leave, long-term and
short-term care leave and adoption leave. For some forms of leave (e.g. maternity
leave and calamity leave), the law prescribes that this leave should be paid, while
for other forms of leave pay is at the discretion of employers or negotiated in
collective agreements. A second law that is important in relation to WLB issues is
the Law on Adjustment of Working Time (Wet Aanpassing Arbeidsduur). This law
gives employees the right to adjust their (contracted) working time. Employees are
entitled to request a change to their contract and work more or less hours per week,
which includes the right to work part-time and the right to change from a part-time
contract to a full-time contract. An employer can only deny the adjustment of
working hours if they can prove that there are substantial company interests that
make this impossible. Based on legislation, leave policies and part-time work can
be seen by both employers and employees as standard rights in the employment
relationship.
The Dutch societal context, in which achieving and maintaining work-life
balance is an important norm, can lead to lead to an understanding of the
psychological contract that includes an obligation to offer some form of WLB
support on the part of the employer, and the right to WLB support on the part of
the employee.

Methods
We collected data in three organisations in three different sectors in the
Netherlands: healthcare, public administration and accountancy. The cases were a
local hospital (‘Hospital’), a medium-sized municipality (‘Munici’) and a large
accountancy firm (‘Accountancy’). In each organisation, group and individual
interviews and observations were conducted and documents were collected. The
interviews lasted between ninety minutes and 2.5 hours and were transcribed
verbatim. To get as much diversity as possible, employees, line managers and a HR
manager were interviewed and respondents included men and women, older and
younger employees, employees with and without children. In total, 44 interviews
with 57 different respondents were conducted on the topic of formal (in the form
of formal work-life policies) and informal WLB support in the organisations. The
topics addressed were the respondents’ views on work-life balance, organisational
culture, formal WLPs, how formal and informal organisational practices encouraged
or hampered attaining work-life balance and/or making use of the WLPs available.
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Furthermore, all respondents were asked explicitly what they believed to be the
role of the employer in supporting work-life balance and what they believed the
employer could ask of employees in return. The excerpts quoted in this paper are
translations of the original Dutch excerpts. In addition to conducting interviews,
the first author observed daily practices in the three organisations. The documents
collected include formal terms of employment, intranet and internet information
on WLB and WLPs, policy documents on WLPs, staff magazines and information
brochures for employees.
The documents, interview transcripts and observation records were coded
using Atlas ti. The employer expectations were derived from: formal terms of
employment, HR policies (including WLPs) and statements from HR and line
managers as organisational agents. In total, 13 managers were interviewed as
employer representatives. In addition, the five physicians interviewed were also
treated as employer representatives, since they were self-employed in a partnership.
In a first stage we selected excerpts from documents and interviews that dealt with
WLB (support) in the employment relationship. In the second stage, we used
content analysis (Segers, 2002) to systematically analyse how responsibilities
relating to work-life balance and WLB support were explicitly described in the
excerpts. In this way, differences became apparent in the depiction of responsibilities relating to WLB support and how active WLB support was portrayed as
being. In a third stage we analysed texts in context from a critical perspective.
This analysis was guided by a reflexive approach (Alvesson, 2003, 2011; Alvesson,
et al., 2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009). Reflexivity stands for “conscious and
consistent efforts to view the subject matter from different angles, strongly
avoiding the a priori privileging of a single, favoured angle and vocabulary,
including a focus on the details of texts” (Alvesson, 2003, p. 25; 2011, p. 106). The
analysis focused on which constructions of WLB and WLB support are included in
the texts and which representations are silenced and thus excluded from the texts.
In our analysis we paid attention to who may benefit and who may be disadvantaged
by employers’ constructions of WLB and WLB support. We analysed the excerpts in
the micro context of other parts of the same text or in relation to texts from other
interviews or documents or in relation to the observed daily practices in the
organisations. In addition, texts are analysed in the context of organisational
boundary work practices and organisational practices related to part-time and
full-time work and are also analysed in the wider context of practitioner and
scientific debates concerning the nature of the employment relationship. This
critical analysis of the texts in relation to diverse contexts allowed us to investigate
more implicit expectations of the role of WLB support in the employment
relationship.
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Formal employer expectations and obligations of WLB support
This section investigates the formal, explicitly stated expectations on the part of
employers by analysing organisational communication from websites 4, the WLPs
that are included in formal terms of employment, policy documents and information
brochures.
Accountancy offers a wide range of WLPs that go well beyond the statutory
minimum. The organisation uses this set of WLPs to promote the organisation as
an employer that helps its employees achieve a good WLB. This can be seen in the
media, on the company website and in its internal communications with employees.
The rationale behind this is that the organisation acknowledges that work-life
balance is an important part of today’s working life and Accountancy needs to be
WLB-supportive to attract and retain talented employees. The combination of
extensive WLPs and the active promotion of Accountancy as a WLB-supportive
employer signals to both internal and external stakeholders that WLB support is a
very important part of the employment relationship at the company.
At Hospital, WLB support has recently become part of social policy. Hospital
offers the legally required WLPs such as leave policies and part-time work. Flexible
work policies are not available for medical staff. WLB support is not used to promote
Hospital among potential employees or other external stakeholders. There are no
statements concerning WLB support on Hospital’s website beyond the fact that it is
possible to work part-time at Hospital. Internally, the HR department has begun to
communicate the new social policy to managers and employees by drawing
attention to what they offer as an employer, and what they expect from their
employees in return (excerpt 1).
Excerpt 1, Hospital, HR department, umbrella
An umbrella from the HR Department. Why? Because we would like to make
sure you know about our social policy. Our social policy umbrella is called ‘Good
employer, good employee’. So it’s about everybody!
FOR YOU!
Hospital wants to be a good employer and will provide:
- Job security – you can earn a decent living here.
- P roper (annual) meetings with your manager, whenever necessary, or just
because you want one.
4 I n Chapter 2 we indicated that on Dutch websites only limited information on WLB or WLB
support is included. In line with these findings, our three case organisations also featured
limited information on WLB (support) on their websites. Often only a few lines referred
to WLPs, WLB or WLB support.
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-

A pleasant working environment, team work and team spirit.
Opportunities to combine your work and private life.
Opportunities to develop your talents.
Healthy work.

THANK YOU!
As a good employee, you will:
- Offer your hard work, energy and dedication for patients in the hospital.
- Be flexible, when that can reasonably be expected.
- Give us your ideas! Because innovation begins on the work floor.
- Concentrate on your work: you don’t mix your work and private life too much.
- Take the initiative to arrange a meeting with your manager if you have
questions about work.
- Make sure you grow and develop.
Excerpt 2, Hospital, HR department, social policy 2008-2010
“As a good employer, we want to promote respect and open communication (an
open working culture), provide individualised working arrangements (work-life
balance), ensure that our employees can develop and grow, and that they are
working in a healthy way. We also expect our employees to do their bit in this
respect, by being prepared to work flexibly and innovatively, prevent work life
disbalance, and act responsibly.” (p.1, 2 social policy, 2008-2010)
The social policy states that employees should not allow their work life and private
life to mix too much and that Hospital wants to offer support for combining work
and private life by offering individualised employment relationships. The inclusion
of WLB support in the social policy signals that Hospital sees WLB support as an
important part of the employment relationship. However, not many employees and
managers are aware of this new social policy.
Physicians are not employed by Hospital but are self-employed in partnerships.
These partnerships do not have their own websites and so do not use the internet
to communicate about WLB support in their partnerships. Part-time work is the
only available WLP. Leave policies or flexible work policies are not included. This
signals that WLB support is a very limited part of the employment relationship for
Physicians.
At Munici, a wide range of WLPs is offered that includes all the legally required
WLPs as well as additional policies such as flexible working and teleworking. On
their website, they list a number of WLPs as part of their formal terms of employment
but do not actively communicate their support for WLB, and the issue is also absent
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from the HR agenda. The wide range of policies offered indicates that WLB support
is part of the employment relationship, but the fact that issue is not on the HR
agenda appears to show that it is of minor importance.

Informal employer expectations and obligations
At face value, general WLB support for employees does appear to be part of the
employment relationship. However, the signals sent by the formal availability of
WLPs and formal communication concerning WLB support does not reveal what
type of support is included or reveal any differentiation in the types of WLB
support that are offered. In this section, we explore the informal expectations and
obligations that further specify and differentiate the WLB support which is part of
the employment relationship. Our analysis will provide insight into variation
between organisations and into ambiguities or contradictions within organisations
regarding the role of WLB support in the employment relationship. Our findings
indicate that four themes play a role in informal expectations and obligations: (1)
WLB support as an individual or shared responsibility; (2) active or passive WLB
support; (3) WLB support for the integration and/or separation of work and private
life; and (4) WLB support as an added element or a fundamental shift in the
employment relationship.

Work-life balance: individual responsibility or shared responsibility?
Organisational agents at Accountancy are proud of the support offered by the
organisation, as might be expected from formal communication on this issue and
the broad range of WLPs that are promoted. They feel that the organisation has a
very good set of formal WLPs and also praise the informal flexibility offered by the
organisation (Excerpts 3 and 4). Furthermore, the issue of WLB and WLB support is
important issue in the organisation that is getting attention and is discussed at all
levels of the organisation: from the Board of Directors to the work floor. At the
work-floor WLB and WLB support is addressed in coaching conversations between
senior and junior employees, for example.
Excerpt 3, Accountancy, HR manager
I. To what extent do you think that the organisation has a role to play in the
balance between employees’ work and private lives?
AC-u2-hr. An important role because I think that by maintaining that balance
[…] among your employees and offering the kind of arrangements that we
offer, you’ll ultimately have satisfied employees who will really do their best
and be able to realise their potential.
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I. How far should the organisation go in that respect? […]
AC-u2-hr. […] I think that what we have now is really terrific.
Excerpt 4, Accountancy, Business unit leader
AC-u2-1m. I think that we’ve covered most of it and, as I said, I think that the
most important thing is that you can do your work flexibly. All those formal
regulations and the terms of employment, that’s all great and they should
certainly make use of those, but the freedom that you have here, I think that’s
a real plus.
However, if we look at implicit norms surrounding WLB and WLB support, we can
see that WLB support is more ambiguous than it seems at face value. At Accountancy,
respondents relate work-life balance predominantly to working hours. Working
hours (in the form of overtime, peak time or part-time work) feature prominently
when talking to managers and employees about WLB and the role of WLB support.
Work-life balance is really about managing the number of working hours, as excerpt
5 indicates.
Excerpt 5, Accountancy, HR manager
AC-u2-hr. Work-life balance implies that you can handle your working hours in
a healthy way. And that means that you might be working flat-out on an
important job, but that then once that job is done, you will have time to catch
your breath again, […] take your foot off the gas and all that time you put in,
working overtime, and the extra effort you put in, you can get that back, hour
for hour, for example.
In this excerpt, the HR manager conveys how employees can manage working
hours in a healthy way: taking some time off to compensate for the extra work
done on a previous project. One could ask two critical questions. Firstly, how
feasible is it in practice to take time off after a project is finished? This depends on
the employee not being expected to start another demanding job right away.
Secondly, even assuming that it is feasible to slow down after a major project, how
healthy is it to work so hard that you apparently cannot ‘catch your breath’? No
mention is made of alternative ways to achieve a healthy work-life balance – by
trying to spread the work more evenly to avoid periods of extremely hard work, for
example. This way of managing working hours would allow the employee to ‘breathe
normally’ all the time.
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Managers at Accountancy portray a healthy WLB as a responsibility of the individual
employee, as we can see in the following excerpt:
Excerpt 6, Accountancy, Business unit leader
I. To what extent do you think the organisation has a role in supporting people’s
work-life balance?
AC-u1-1m. I think that we have a responsibility for our people, partly, but they
have most of the responsibility themselves. I think that when we see that
something is not working, we need to challenge people or confront them about
that. But actually, very often you fail to notice it. I try to balance out the work
load as much as possible, but if people say ‘yes’ more often or take on more,
that’s their decision. It is not up to me to say that I don’t think it’s a good idea.
Only if they really run into problems.
The manager in excerpt 6 states that the primary responsibility lies with the
employee.
Moreover, WLB is not only an individual responsibility but also described as a
choice made by individual employees, for it is the employee who agrees to take on
more work. Another manager states that it is up to employees to bring up the issue
of WLB, but that the employee also has to realise that working for Accountancy is
comparable to practising a sport at a very high level, implying that some sacrifices
simply have to be made. The emphasis on individual responsibility means that WLB
is an individual problem. This circumvents the fact that the organisational
environment is also an important factor in whether or not an employee is able to
feel secure at work or attain a healthy work-life balance. Labelling WLB as an
individual responsibility and, as such, an individual choice overemphasises the
agency of employees and disregards the structural constraints created by the
organisation. Those constraints are brought about by the organisation and in fact
both employees and managers are aware of that, as the following excerpts indicate.
Excerpt 7, Accountancy, employee
AC-u2-4. So you can see that an organisation like Accountancy is organised in such
a way that there will automatically be pressure on your work-life balance, from the
moment you walk through the door. Well, people do sometimes say that if they want
to get a student to come in [to work for us], they are flown out to the most exotic
locations. It is given a sexy image […] and then from the moment you’re actually in
the organisation, it’s more like ‘this is what you’re expected to do, this is the work,
now get started’. And then […] [the employees] have to find that balance.
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Excerpt 8, Accountancy, employee
AC-u2-4. I once read a book by two of the old partners at [competing
accountancy firm] and they call it ‘modern vampirism’. Because they say,
actually, the partners keep on yelling ‘come on, come on, more, more, work the
hours, work the hours, higher targets’ and they talk about work-life balance
being so important but at the same time they tell you to work the hours. That
is a continual tension.
I. Do you notice that here too?
AC-u2-4. Yes, absolutely.
Excerpt 9, Accountancy, Business unit leader
AC-u1-1m. In the end, no matter how you look at it, we depend on the number
of billable hours we work. Our income is hours worked multiplied by the hourly
rate […] So you need to look at the price or the hours worked and there is
already quite a lot of pressure on the price, so it can only come from the hours
we work. And we always work with deadlines and that makes it hard, that’s
stressful generally, and it requires quite a lot of flexibility.
The respondents in excerpts 7, 8 and 9 mention that Accountancy is organised in
such a way that there is ‘natural’ pressure on work-life balance of employees. The
revenue of the organisation is based primarily on the billable hours worked by
employees. That is why working a high number of hours is an important work norm
in the organisation and employees are pressured into working as many as possible.
At the same time, employees are made individually responsible for attaining and
maintaining a healthy work-life balance, giving rise to a contradictory situation.
Furthermore, the informal flexibility that was mentioned as part of good WLB
support (excerpt 4) can also put pressure on employees as some managers relate.
People who use informal flexibility to start work later or leave earlier can expect
pressure from colleagues or superiors in the form of critical comments. One manager
says that employees who use informal flexibility should be aware that they risk
being seen as cutting corners. Balancing work and private life by working less after
a period of extreme hard work may also prove to be difficult as a result of this peer
pressure.
Furthermore, managers explain that it is difficult for employees to say ‘no’ to
their superiors and that it is not very common to say ‘no’ in the organisation. In
fact, these managers link being service-minded and career-oriented to willingness
to take on extra work and working hours. Although these managers acknowledge
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organisational pressures, they portray this as a problem and responsibility for
individuals: it all depends on how the employee deals with these pressures.
Employees should be able to deal with criticism from peers and say ‘yes’ selectively.
As one manager admits, if too many people started to say ‘no’, the organisation
would soon run into problems. There is no talk of trying to change the organisational
pressures.
For physicians at Hospital, WLB support is seen more as a shared responsibility,
and there is no evidence of an individual choice norm. For physicians who work in
partnerships at Hospital, the role of the partnership is essential in relation to
work-life balance support. It is important to bear in mind that physicians who work
in partnership do not have an employment relationship with the hospital but with
their colleagues in the partnership. Work-life balance support is directed mainly at
ensuring that colleagues do not become overworked or ‘burn out’.
Excerpt 10, Hospital, Physician
I. To what extent do you think that the partnership has a role to play in that?
HO-arts3. A hundred percent
I. Okay... And why?
HO-arts3. You can never resolve that sort of thing on your own, you know...
It’s a problem that affects us all and it’s closely related to how we share the
work between us and whether people feel appreciated and, well, that is part
and parcel of this kind of partnership, you know. If one of the partners has a
problem then straight away the whole partnership has a problem...
HO- arts3. It’s typically a problem of the partnership…
I. So it’s not a personal, individual problem of the partner concerned...
HO-arts3. Yes, sometimes that’s also possible, if someone uh… uh… yes, has a
lot of problems at home or has something psychological, then it’s personal to a
large degree, but even then it causes problems for the partnership… So you
know, it’s really something for the partnership...
The physician in excerpt 10 – and other physicians – portray WLB support as an
important shared responsibility because they work very closely together in
relatively small groups. If one of the physicians in the partnership has a problem,
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the whole partnership has a problem. For physicians, norms of being a good
colleague (by being ready to help) and sharing the burden are important for the
‘business’ and serve to make WLB support a shared issue as opposed to an individual
problem. There is a very strong sense of “we are in this together”.
At Munici and Hospital (nurses), WLB support is also seen as a shared
responsibility of employee and employer.
Excerpt 11 Hospital, HR manager
HO-hr-1. Work-life balance means that staff members should be in a position to
combine their work and their private life... and that means that there is a
responsibility on both sides to discuss that subject. Both sides are also
responsible for making this work and we also ask both sides to work hard on
this.
Excerpt 12, Munici, HR manager
I [...] Okay. Um... more generally, to what extent do you think that the
organisation has a contribution to make in bringing about a good work-life
balance? How far should an organisation go in that?
PC-hr-1. […] Um... Yes, how far should you go? I find that difficult to answer.
PC-hr-1. Do you have a role to play in that, as an organisation? […] Certainly.
Because that is also in your interests. And if everyone just walked away, that
wouldn’t do any good at all. You invest in your people, and at a certain point
you have expertise within the organisation and you really want to keep that
for some time. You at least have to ensure that people can transfer their
knowledge to others. And as an organisation, an employee who is upset the
whole day is no good to you, or one who is more sick than they are healthy, or
who is worried about sick children the whole day. So all those things together
mean that you have to take a sober view. I don’t think that an employer should
just give the staff whatever they want and staff need to take no responsibility
at all. It’s true that the responsibility is primarily theirs. You need to decide
yourself whether you are going to work and to what extent you can manage
that along with the other things that you have to do in your life. But I think
that it is part of an adult attitude if the employer and the employee sit down
together and say: this is our contract – what is the best way to make sure we
both honour that contract as well as possible.
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Work-life balance at Hospital (nurses) and Munici is about offering the employee
the opportunity to balance work and private life and both employer and employee
are responsible for making this possible. This shared responsibility is not so much
related to a sense of being ‘in this together’, as it is within the physicians’
partnerships. Rather, managers relate it to their social responsibility as employer:
they strive to be a humane employer (excerpt 11, 12). Hospital has even formalised
this shared responsibility in their social policy.
In conclusion, at Munici and Hospital (nurses and physicians) WLB is portrayed
as a shared responsibility for employees and employers, while within Accountancy
WLB is constructed as an individual responsibility for employees.

Signalling active or passive WLB support
In the following section, we explore signals from organisational agents about how
actively WLB support should be offered to employees. We look first at Hospital and
Munici, whose agents give similar signals about how WLB support is offered to
employees.
Excerpt 13, Munici, group interview, line managers
I. I’d like to know to what extent you think the organisation has a role in
supporting employees in achieving a good work-life balance.
PC-grlg-3. That is what we were talking about at the beginning. At any rate, it
depends partly on the responsibility that the managers have. To make sure that
the employees have a good balance.
PC-grlg-1. You could just ask that question during a planning meeting or uh...
PC-grlg-3. Yes.
PC-grlg-1. Bilaterally.
PC-grlg-3. In any case, the manager has to try to keep an eye on that. That is
in the manager’s own interests too, in terms of the productivity of the
department.
PC-grlg-1. Talking about it… the phenomenon of work pressure and how
comfortable you feel… Do you enjoy going to work?
PC-grlg-3. And home life too.
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PC-grlg-1. Yes, knowing the people behind the employees, I think that’s an
important aspect.
Excerpt 14, Hospital, line manager
HO-chir-1m. Yes, I think that perhaps uh… at least that’s how I experience it
myself… that as unit manager, you are expected to actively help figure things
out with your employees in that respect [...] And even to try and stop from
problems happening…
[...]
HO-chir-1m. Yes, I sometimes think that knowledge about that [WLPs] …that
employees don’t know about that... I think that as unit managers we also have
an important role in actively talking to people about... the things [WLPs] that
we can offer...
Excerpt 15, Hospital, HR manager
HO-hr-1. ...And there are some people who take their duties very seriously. And
there are sometimes also people who take their duties so seriously that it
doesn’t do them any good. They do not set clear boundaries […] and as a
manager I think you have a role there.
Managers in both organisations emphasise that providing WLB support requires
them to play an active role. This role means monitoring the WLB of employees,
initiating a discussion around WLB and actively offering WLPs to employees.
Physicians also point out that WLB support is an active responsibility, and that
they should actively monitor whether colleagues are in balance or not. They also
feel that they should take preventive action when necessary by, for example,
taking over some of their work or shifts. Some partnerships also actively and
continuously seek ways to organise the work in such a way that balancing work and
private life is easier. Furthermore, most partnerships have introduced a ‘clinic-free
day’ to provide relief from the heavy demands of the job. It effectively means that
physicians work four days at the clinic and the fifth day they can take care of their
children, work in the garden, play tennis or do administrative work.
Managers at Accountancy signal a different type of support than managers at
Munici and Hospital. We explore this with help of excerpts 17 and 18.
Excerpt 17, Accountancy, HR manager
AC-u1-hr. I expect employees to […] initiate a dialogue when they are
experiencing difficulties and then we can take the right action […]
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Excerpt 18, Accountancy, Business unit leader
AC-u1-1m. I think it’s the responsibility of the individual to start
communicating. It is my responsibility to make sure they are listened to and
that something can be done […] that there is a communication channel! […]
It’s our duty to make sure that it can be talked about. We are not, let’s say,
obliged to […] make a decision for those people about whether they have a
good work-life balance – that’s up to the individual. […] As far as I’m concerned
that is up to individuals and we play a facilitating role.
The managers mainly portray WLB support as a passive, reactive responsibility. The
responsibility for monitoring WLB is said to be the employee’s responsibility
(excerpt 17) and Accountancy is responsible for being open to WLB issues, should
listen to requests for support and provide options for WLB support. Employees are
responsible for initiating this process by asking for support, and no mention is
made of managers actively offering formal or informal support.
In summary, Accountancy differs from Munici and Hospital, where WLB support
is portrayed as active support. In contrast, employer support is constructed as
passive support within Accountancy.

Support for integrating and/or separating work and private life
Employees may want to attain or maintain work-life balance by separating or
integrating work and private life. In this section, we re-examine organisational
boundary work to investigate whether employment relationships provide support
for both the separation and integration of work and private life. Organisational
boundary work consists of a combination of two interrelated elements. First, how
managers encourage or discourage the take-up of WLPs by workers. In the chapter
on organisational boundary work, we distinguished two groups of WLPs: those that
keep work and private life separate by creating or maintaining strict boundaries
between work and private life (such as leave policies, part-time work and working
full-time in four days) and WLPs that allow for the integration of work and private
life by blurring boundaries between the two domains (such as flexible start and
end times; teleworking). Secondly, cultural norms relating to the room for life at
work. These cultural norms can be seen as an indication of support for the informal
integration of work and private life. Norms that offer ample scope for employees’
private life at work signal that support for informally integrating work and private
life is part of the employment relationship. Restrictive norms on the room for
private life at work signal that support for informal integration is not part of the
employment relationship. Chapter 3 highlighted that norms relating to the room
for life at work can be differentiated for major life events such as divorce or death
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and everyday life events like private phone calls, chats and internet surfing, being
able to stay home to let a plumber into the home, taking children to and from
school or day care.
Support for the integration and/or separation of work and major life events
In all three organisations, support for major life events (such as divorce or death,
for example) as part of the employment relationship seems to be self-evident. At
Munici and Hospital (nurses), WLB support for both the integration and separation
of work during major private life events is signalled as part of the employment
relationship. In these organisations, managers offer support during major life
events by granting or initiating use of leave policies when employees are affected
by major life events outside the workplace. Furthermore, cultural norms offer
ample room for life at the work floor during major life events. Employees can take
time to talk things through at work or make necessary arrangements during
work-time. Sometimes, support involves advice from a supervisor on matters related
to these major life events. At Hospital, norms on the room for private life at work
also signal support during major life events: colleagues regularly check whether
the person is coping and can handle their work, as well as taking on some of their
work or even entire shifts, often without being asked. Managers are aware of this
support offered by colleagues and approve of it. In these organisations, support for
the informal integration of work and private life during major life events is a part
of the employment relationship. The employment relationship also involves support
for the separation of work and private life by offering and encouraging the use of
separating policies during major life events.
For physicians, formal policies such as leave policies are not part of the
employment relationship. Instead, support is mainly provided informally. The
norm is that during a major life event, colleagues take on work and shifts to allow
the affected partner more time for private matters outside the workplace. This
signals that support for informally separating work and private life during major
life events is part of the employment relationship.
At Accountancy, norms on the room for private life seem to signal that the
employment relationship usually involves supporting the informal integration of
work and private life during major life events. In this organisation, the norm
appears to be that you quietly take care of major life events by integrating work
into your private life as much as possible until this is no longer feasible. Often,
people take some time off work and compensate for this in the evenings or at
weekends. In some cases, employees continue working via their blackberry on their
way to or during a funeral or at the bedside of an ill child who is in hospital. Only
when informal integration becomes impossible are employees relieved of their
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duties and given more time for private life outside the workplace by being granted
leave. At Accountancy, organisational boundary work signals that the employment
relationship mainly involves support for the informal integration of work and
private life during major life events. To a more limited extent, support for the
formal separation of work and major life events by granting leave is included in the
employment relationship.
Support for the integration and/or separation of work and everyday private matters
In contrast to the support for major life events in all three organisations, support
for more mundane or everyday life events as part of the employment relationship
is more differentiated and its inclusion in employment relationships seems to be
less self-evident. In some organisations, balancing work and everyday private
matters - such as informal chats private calls prints or internet surfing, or being
able to bring children from and to school for example- is supported by encouraging
part-time working, which effectively supports the separation of work and private
life. Additionally, support for the informal integration of work and private life is
sometimes part of the employment relationship. By contrast, support for integrating
work and everyday private life by granting or encouraging the take-up of integrating
WLPs is not part of the employment relationships in our case organisations.
At Hospital, nurses are not able to work flexibly or at home since these options
are not included in their formal terms of employment. Separating policies, on the
other hand, are part of these terms of employment and using these policies is
actively encouraged by managers in these organisations. Part-time work (70% of all
employees work part-time) and leave policies are generously granted and managers
often actively offer them. This signals that in practice, support through WLPs only
makes the separation of work and everyday private matters part of the employment
relationship. Support for the informal integration of everyday private matters and
work, on the other hand, is signalled as being part of the employment relationship,
but only under specific circumstances. During dayshifts, there is little room for
everyday private life events on the work floor. Since most nursing work consists of
physical patient care, everyday private matters such as private phone calls, printing
or internet surfing are not really possible, for example. Furthermore, since nurses
usually work alone with a group of patients, private chats with colleagues are also
difficult. However, cultural norms relating to the room for life at work do allow for
every private life during nightshifts. If work is slow during nightshifts, it is
considered very normal to have private chats or surf the internet for private purposes.
For physicians, WLB support in the form of WLPs only entails offering part-time
working and the clinic-free-day (see chapter 3). These two forms of formal support
offer more time for physicians’ everyday private life outside the workplace and
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help to keep work and private life separate. The clinic-free day is mandatory and
ensures that the working week is four days long for every physician in this study.
In contrast to the clinic-free day, part-time work is not encouraged and in practice
does not happen very often. Integrating policies like flexible working or teleworking
are not offered. All the formal support offered thus encourages the separation of
work and private life. However, integration is possible on an informal basis:
physicians can do some of their work at home and they have agreed that
administrative tasks can be done either at the hospital or at home during evenings,
weekends or on the clinic-free day. Also, physicians indicate that there is room for
everyday private matters on the work floor or during work-time, as long as this is
done unobtrusively and as long as it does not interfere with their clinics. Thus, in
regard to everyday private matters, the employment relationship for physicians
mainly involves support for the separation of work and private life through the
mandatory clinic-free day and support for the informal, unobtrusive integration of
work and everyday private matters.
At Munici, both integrating and separating policies are part of the formal
employment relationship. However, we encountered practices and controls that
impeded the use of integrating policies and practices, and controls that actively
encouraged separating policies. Part-time work (46% of all employees work
part-time at Munici) and leave policies are generously granted and managers offer
these actively. As we saw in chapter 3, the use of flexible working and teleworking
at Munici is restricted in daily practice. Support through WLPs effectively only
extends to the support of separating work and everyday private matters. On the
other hand, cultural norms relating to the room for life sometimes allow some
informal integration of work and private matters. However, these norms vary
between departments. This signals that when it comes to supporting the informal
integration of work and everyday private matters, employment relationships are
differentiated within the organisation. In some departments, the employment
relationship includes support for the informal integration of everyday private
matters and work, provided that these matters are taken care of discreetly. In
other departments, support for informally integrating private matters on the work
floor is not part of the employment relationship at all. Here, the norm seems to be
that taking care of everyday private matters is ‘not done’ on the work floor and this
norm is actively enforced by management (chapter 3). So the employment
relationship at Munici involves support for everyday private life through
encouraging the take-up of separating WLPs and only sometimes involves support
for informally integrating work and everyday private life.
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At Accountancy, both integrating and separating policies are part of the formal
employment relationship. However, as in the other organisations, the take-up of
integrating WLPs is impeded in practice. Teleworking in order to work extra hours
(in the evening, for example) or to avoid traffic jams (in the early hours of the
morning) is very normal and accepted within the organisation. However, working
at home for a whole day as a matter of routine is ‘not done’. In fact, not many
people work at home on a regular basis, and some managers admit that they fear a
loss of control if employees work at home. Flexible start and end-times are possible,
but employees who make use of these WLPs should beware that colleagues could
view this as ‘cutting corners’, which might form an impediment to the use of this
integrating policy. As in the other two organisations, the separating WLP of
part-time work is the most widespread WLP at Accountancy. Part-time work is less
common than in the other organisations (25% of employees work part-time) and is
not actively offered by managers. Though formally available, other separating
policies such as calamity leave or care leave were not really mentioned in the
interviews. However, norms relating to the room for life do allow for the informal
integration of work and everyday private matters. Everyday private events can
have a place at the work floor – private chats, printing, telephone calls or internet
surfing all can have a place on the work floor. Organisational boundary work at
Accountancy signals that the employment relationship mainly involves support for
the informal integration of work and everyday private matters. Support for the
formal separation of work and everyday private matters in the form of part-time
work is also included.
Summing up, organisational boundary work signals that WLB support in the
employment relationship provides generous support for major life events and more
limited support for everyday life events. Major life events lead to formal support
within the employment relationship in all three organisations. This support allows
employees time to cope with major life events outside the workplace by granting
or encouraging the use of leave policies and effectively is support for the separation
of work and private life during major life events. Furthermore, in all three
organisations support for the informal integration of work and major life events is
part of the employment relationship in different ways. Employment relationships
do not only vary between our case organisations in regard to the support of
everyday private matters but there is also differentiation and ambiguity within
the organisations in regard to the support of everyday private matters. Integrating
flexible work policies (such as flexible working times or teleworking) could very
well promote the balance between work and everyday private matters (such as
being able to stay home to let a plumber into the home, or taking children to and
from school or day care). In all three organisations, the use of these integrating
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WLPs is restricted in practice, signalling that support for the formal integration of
work and everyday private life is not part of the employment relationship. Support
for everyday life events is limited mainly to encouraging the take-up of part-time
work which keeps work and private life separate. Informally, there is more room for
integration by allowing everyday matters to be taken care of discreetly on the work
floor. Organisational boundary work in the organisations signals that support for
informal integration is sometimes part of the employment relationship.
The limited support for the integration of work and everyday private matters and
the preference for separating support are gendered. Employees can only maintain
this strict separation if someone else is at home to take care of everyday private
affairs, such as calling the plumber or picking up kids. It presupposes that there is a
partner at home or that there is a partner who works flexible hours or part-time. This
assumption is based implicitly on a division of labour between the breadwinner and
the homemaker. In the Netherlands, this division of labour is still gendered. Most
Dutch men work fulltime and most Dutch women work part-time. Under this so-called
one-and-a-half-earner model, men are still breadwinners and women are (part-time)
homemakers (Ooms, et al., 2007; Portegijs and Keuzenkamp, 2008).
Overall, we argue that organisational boundary work signals that WLB support
in the employment relationship chiefly entails support for separating work and
private life. Support for formally integrating work and private life by encouraging
the use of integrating WLPs would bring private matters into the open on the work
floor while support for informal integration covers up the existence of private
matters on the work floor. Only supporting the informal, covert integration of work
and private life allows the separation of work and private life to remain intact on
the surface. This implies that the separation of work and private life remains an
important basis for the employment relationship.

WLB support in the employment relationship: added extra or fundamental
change?
This section explores the social practices of part-time and full-time work as signals
of the role of WLB support in the employment relationship. These social practices
reveal underlying work-related norms – such as those regarding time, availability,
performance and career – which convey expectations that are part of the
employment relationship. We relate these work-related norms to the element of
WLB support that has now become part of the employment relationship as well. We
investigate whether work-related norms are consistent with the WLB support that
is also part of the employment relationships. For example, we would view offering
part-time work, while traditional career norms requiring full-time availability
persist, as being inconsistent. We see contradictions between or ambiguities in the
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expectations conveyed by work-related norms and norms regarding WLB support as
an indication that WLB support is merely an addition to the employment
relationship. If, on the other hand, we find that an employer offers the possibility
of working part-time in combination with changed career norms which communicate
expectations about career opportunities based on a part-time availability, we
would see this as an indication of a more fundamental change in the employment
relationship. In this latter case, WLB support would not only be an addition, but
would be accompanied by a fundamental shift in other expectations. This section
will outline four different gradations in changes in the employment relationship,
ranging from WLB support as an ‘added extra’ to fundamental change in expectations
in the employment relationship.
For people who work three days part-time at Munici and Hospital, WLB support
only seems to be a addition to their employment relationship, which leaves
contradictory elements of performance and career unchanged. The social practices
of part-time and full-time work indicate that the category of three days part-time
is perceived as ‘real part-time work’ in these organisations. This category of ‘real
part-time work’ is still perceived negatively in terms of performance (not meeting
optimum performance standards) and career. It is possible to work three days
part-time, but doing so will mean that you will not meet performance and career
norms. These contradictory signals indicate that part-time work and career are still
mutually exclusive elements of the employment relationship for employees who
work three days part-time or fewer.
At Accountancy, we found clear contradictions within the expectations that
are part of the employment relationship. The social practices of part-time and
full-time work indicate that work norms relating to long hours and being available
full-time (or even more than full-time) still play an important role in the
organisation and are considered as ‘ideal’ (chapter 4). These norms contradict the
WLB support that is provided in the form of being able to work part-time. Part-time
work signals work expectations of less than full-time hours and availability. What
is more, norms relating to performance are based largely on ‘flying hours’ – the
total number of hours worked by an employee. The normal pace of career progression
is based on the ‘flying hours’ that a full-time employee would work. Although
part-time work has been added to the employment relationship, the norms relating
to full-time hours and availability remain the ideal, and this undermines the WLB
support provided as part of the employment relationship.
However, the social practice of part-time work also indicates that norms
relating to availability and career have changed for part-time workers to some
extent. They can be available by telephone or e-mail on day(s) when they are not
physically present. Furthermore, ideal-worker norms which link full-time work and
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career progression have also undergone a change (chapter 4). In the past, part-time
workers had an employment relationship that did not include career opportunities.
Now, managers and formal organisational communication both stress that it is
realistic to expect career progression while making use of formal WLPs, such as
part-time work. The social practice of part-time work in some business units at
Accountancy now makes it possible to be physically present less, to be slightly less
available and to work fewer long days, and at the same time to have career
opportunities. Part-time employees who have climbed the career ladder provide
evidence of this (chapter 4). In practice, this means that if employees work
part-time for ‘the right reasons’ (care or study), are flexible (available by phone or
mail and willing to switch or give up their day off if business needs require this)
and work in the right business units, their chance of career progression remains
the same. Nevertheless, ‘flying hours’ are still said to be an important determinant
for the pace of career progression, which can sometimes slow the pace of career
progression for part-time workers (chapter 4). However, while part-time work and
career progression can now be combined within the employment relationship, this
is still seen as difficult by both managers and employees. Managers at Accountancy
are aware of these contradictions between the formal WLB support that the
organisation provides and the reality of work-related norms and practices, and
they see this as a long-term process of change. In spite of this, if this process were
to lead to a fundamental change in the employment relationship, whereby norms
relating to work, availability, performance and career changed to make part-time
work the norm, the agents feel that this process would have gone too far. This
indicates that while in some sections of the organisation WLB support and changed
career expectations have both become part of the employment relationship, it is
still an uneasy combination at Accountancy.
For physicians at Hospital, the social practices of part-time and full-time
working indicate that the employment relationship has changed considerably.
Although a number of the expectations and obligations of the employment
relationship remain unchanged, WLB support appears to be more than a mere
addition to the employment relationship. Expectations in the employment
relationship relating to availability have changed in a way that enhances the WLB
support provided. For physicians, the employment relationship includes the norm
of working long hours and irregular hours. “If you want a nine-to-five job, you
should not become a physician,” remarked one of the physicians. The demanding
hours are seen as a natural part of being a physician and part of their social
responsibility. The norms relating to hours and availability make the job a
demanding one, and could easily stand in the way of a healthy work-life balance.
However, physicians have tried to accommodate WLB by introducing the so-called
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clinic-free day. The clinic-free day was mandatory for all the physicians in this
study and has changed norms on availability from five days to four days. Physicians
have also changed the way in which their work is organised to accommodate this
four-day working week. We did not find any indications of contradictory norms
relating to performance or career, possibly as a consequence of the changes made
to the organisation of work. This indicates that WLB support for physicians is not
only an addition to the employment relationship but signals a more fundamental
change in the obligations and expectations in the employment relationship.
WLB support has changed the employment relationship fundamentally for
employees who work four days part-time at Munici and Hospital. Norms on full-time
availability have been changed to four-day availability, implying that people who
work four days part-time are not seen as deviating from the full-time ideal. Instead,
norms relating to availability, performance, and career seem to have changed
considerably. Employees who work four days part-time are seen as efficient
performers who are eligible for career progress. Norms relating to career,
performance and availability are consistent with the WLB support that is included
in the employment relationship and the expectations that this support involves.
This would appear to signal that WLB support has changed other elements of the
employment relationship, which signals a fundamental change in the employment
relationship.
To sum up, we can see gradations of change in the employment relationship
and different employment relationships for employees who work full-time, four
days part-time and three days part-time. For a substantial group of employees –
people who work three days part-time – the employment relationship remains
fairly unchanged. This group makes up 78% of part-time workers at Hospital, for
example. This category is mainly related to and made up of women who care for
children. It seems, then, that part-time working mothers have to choose between
WLB support as part of the employment relationship and career support, because
for them these elements of the employment relationship are mutually exclusive.
This indicates that changes in the employment relationship are not only varied,
but also gendered.
So far, we have explored formal and informal expectations regarding the role of
WLB support. Table 1 provides an overview of these expectations. Each column
summarises the expectations within our case organisations and shows possible
ambiguities. Each row highlights the variety between organisations.
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Table 1 Summary of formal and informal employer expectations
regarding WLB support in the employment relationship (ER)

Formal
expectations &
obligations
Informal
expectations &
obligations
Responsibilities
regarding WLB

Accountancy

Munici

WLB support is
very important
part of ER

WLB support is
part of ER

Hospital, nurses Hospital,
physicians
WLB support is
WLB support is
important part of very limited part
ER and a shared
of ER
responsibility

WLB is shared
responsibility

WLB is shared
responsibility

WLB is shared
responsibility

WLB support is
(pro) active

WLB support is
(pro) active

WLB support is
active

Support for
integration and
separation by
offering more
time for private
at the work floor
and leave.

Support for
integration and
separation by
offering more
time for private
at the work floor
and leave.

Support for
separation of
work and private
life

Support for
formal separation
through
part-time work

Support for
formal separation
through
part-time work

Support for
formal separation
through clinic
free day

Support for
informal
integration
during
nightshifts

Support for
discreet informal
integration

Different ER
for different
categories.
– four days
part-time:
fundamental
change in ER.
- three days
part-time:
WLB support
leaves other
contradictory
work elements
unchanged

Change in some
work norms that
signals a change
in the ER of all
physicians

WLB is individual
responsibility and
individual choice
Active or passive
WLB support is
support
mainly passive/
reactive
Support for
Most support
integrating and/
for integration
or separating work through informal
and major life
flexibility. Some
events
support for
separation by
offering more
time for private
life through
leave
Support for
Support for
integrating and/
formal separation
or separating work through
and everyday life
part-time work
matters
Support for
informal
integration

WLB support as
added extra or
fundamental
change in ER

Varies between
departments:
- no support
for everyday
matters
- discreet
informal
integration
Different ER
Different ER
for different
for different
categories:
categories.
- full-time
– four days
workers: WLB
part-time:
support is
fundamental
addition, other
change in ER.
contradictory
- three days
elements
part-time:
unchanged
WLB support
- part-time
leaves other
workers: ER has
contradictory
been modified
work elements
unchanged
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Discussion
Do employer expectations suggest a shift in the nature of the employment
relationship? Are the private lives of employees are no longer silenced? Have WLB
and support for WLB become a shared responsibility within the employment
relationship, rather than a problem for individual employees that should be kept
separate from the employment relationship? Is the employment relationship no
longer based on the strict separation of work and private life? To answer these
questions we have explored employer expectations and obligations regarding the
role of WLB support in the employment relationship. We have looked beyond the
inclusion of formal WLPs into the terms of employment – something which is often
seen as an indication of WLB support on the part of employers. Instead, we have
explored multiple signals from employers. We have investigated the WLPs included
in the formal terms of employment, formal communication practices, and statements
from organisational agents on the role of WLB support in the employment relationship,
organisational boundary work and part-time work. By exploring both explicit,
formal expectations and informal, more implicit expectations, we have been able
to investigate the variety and ambiguity within organisations regarding the role of
WLB support in the employment relationship.
The insight gained through our exploration can serve as input for a discussion of a
possible shift in the nature of the employment relationship. Our study suggests
that, in our three case organisations, employers’ expectations point to a shift in
the nature of the employment relationship. In some cases, this shift is more marked
than others and we can see both variety and ambiguity in the nature of this shift.
First of all, our study suggests that private lives of employees are no longer
silenced which indicates a shift in the nature of the employment relationship. The
silence is broken through the inclusion of WLPs in the employment relationship
and through formal organisational communication on WLB and WLB support.
Employers formally communicate general support for the WLB of employees. They
convey that employees can expect WLB support from them and that employees’
private lives matter to the organisation. Employees are thus no longer addressed
simply as ‘human resources’ but also as individual human beings. However, informal
practices may lead to more ambiguous signals. For example, the dominance of WLB
support which separates employees’ private lives from the work floor could also be
interpreted as a way of silencing the employees’ private lives. The extent, to which
the silence on private lives is broken, varies between our case organisations. At
Accountancy, formal communication to both internal and external stakeholders
features WLB support prominently, emphasising that it plays an important role
in the employment relationship. For the nurses at Hospital, it is also openly
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communicated but primarily to internal stakeholders, while at Munici the issue of
WLB is hardly mentioned at all in formal communication. A more explicit focus on
WLB support could be taken as an indication that WLB support and the private
lives of employees play a more significant role in the employment relationship
within that organisation than in organisations where WLB support is given less
prominence. However, informal, implicit signals give a more specific and nuanced
picture of a possible shift in employment relationships.
Second, although formal WLPs and communication suggest a shift in the
employment relationship, expectations concerning the responsibility for WLB have
not shifted in all of the three organisations. At Accountancy, despite the prominent
communication on WLB support and wide range of WLPs, WLB is still seen as an
individual responsibility. At Munici and Hospital (nurses and physicians), WLB is
said to be a shared responsibility of both employer and employee. We would also
argue that the widespread take-up of part-time work in the case organisations can
partly be seen as an indication of employers passing on part of their own
responsibility for WLB support to individual employees. At Accountancy, the
impossibility of working full-time in four days encourages employees to work
part-time if they want to have one day free for private matters. Part-time employees
at Accountancy often continue to work a full-time workload and ‘buy’ their own
flexibility since the company is unwilling to grant them with this flexibility in any
other way. At Hospital (nurses) where it is suggested that WLB (support) is a shared
responsibility, we can also find signs that the employer is shifting part of this
shared responsibility to individual employees. In interviews, both managers and
employees state that the shift system is too hard and offers too little recuperation
time between shifts if employees work full-time. The toughness of the shift system
is given as the reason why employees take up four days part-time work. Although
managers recognise this, there is no indication that they are inclined to search for
creative ways to change the shift system to incorporate extra time for recuperation
between shifts. Rather, individual employees ‘buy’ more recuperation time by
taking up four days-part-time work.
Third, our study indicates that despite the formal inclusion of WLB support in
the employment relationship, the separation of work and private life as the basis
of the employment relationship has only changed to a limited extent. Formally and
overtly, employers try to keep work and private life separate. The integration of
work and private life can only become part of the employment relationship
discreetly. Support for this discreet, informal integration was most marked at
Accountancy. Within the other organisations, support for informal integration was
much less developed. Employers thus recognise that employees have private lives
but try to organise support for WLB that keeps employees’ private lives off the work
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floor, rather than blurring the boundary between the two domains. Although a
more permeable boundary might offer employees more flexibility to balance work
and private life, employers remain reluctant to offer this flexibility.
Fourth, looking beyond expectations of WLB support to expectations regarding
work, such as time, performance and career expectations, we can acquire additional
insight into whether WLB support has created a shift in the employment
relationship. Is WLB support merely an addition to the employment relationship, or
is it a more fundamental change that involves changes in work-related expectations
as well? At Accountancy, WLB support appears to be an addition that changes work
expectations only slightly, and only for a specific groups of employees (part-time
workers), while leaving contradictory work expectations unchanged for the most
part. At Munici and Hospital (nurses), work expectations have changed
fundamentally to accommodate WLB support for some employees (four-day
part-timers). However, for people who work three days part-time, WLB support does
not extend to changes in work expectations. This is a gendered and paradoxical
situation, because the category of three days part-time work is exclusively linked
to and made up of working mothers. In the three organisations, mothers are
regarded as the most important category of workers in need of WLB support. But it
is precisely for this category that the employment relationship has changed the
least favourably in terms of WLB support.
Overall, our discussion indicates that in all our case organisations, employment
relationships have shifted but that this shift is more varied and nuanced than
might be expected by looking at WLPs and formal organisational communications.
Furthermore, in every organisation important elements of the traditional
employment relationship remain. First of all, the separation of work and private
life is preserved mainly, which indicates that the basis of the employment
relationship has not changed fundamentally. Secondly, for a significant group of
employees, work expectations remain unchanged (three-day part-timers) or only
slightly amended (part-time employees at Accountancy). This partial shift leads to
inequalities in the organisations. Thirdly, although WLB and WLB support may be
recognised as a shared problem within the employment relationship, individual
employees are sometimes still expected to take sole responsibility for solving this
shared problem.

Conclusion
This study has contributed to the debate on shifts in the nature of the employment
relationship (D’Art and Turner, 2006; Roehling, et al., 2000). Work-life balance has
been mentioned within this debate as a factor that plays a role in the ‘new
employment relationship’, but has not been researched further. In this study, we
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have used a comparative case-study to explore the role of this factor in the
employment relationship. Specifically, our study is an in-depth examination of the
role of WLB support as a driver for change in the nature of the employment
relationship. Our study differs from many other studies on expectations in the
employment relationship that have primarily investigated expectations of
employees at the individual level, based on large-scale surveys (Dick, 2010). This
study has taken a different approach. It has sought to capture the complexity of
employers’ perspectives on WLB support by examining the multiplicity of signals
that are seen as representing the employer’s perspective (Dabos and Rousseau,
2004). Our study examines employers’ formal expectations, as communicated in
employment contracts and formal communication, as well as more implicit, informal
beliefs regarding the mutual expectations and obligations that are part of the
psychological contract (Rousseau and Greller, 1994). This furthers our understanding
of the impact of WLB support on the nature of the employment relationship in
several ways.
First, our study reveals that WLPs and formally communicated WLB support
should not be accepted as an indication of changes in the nature of the employment
relationship without a more critical analysis. Instead, these signals should be
supplemented with an examination of the more tacit, implicit signals to be found
in organisational practices. Looking at a variety of signals gives a more nuanced
answer to the question of whether the nature of the employment relationship has
changed.
Second, our study indicates that WLPs as transactional elements of the
psychological contract are more complex and ambiguous than they might seem at
face value. For example, part-time work may seem to be a simple transactional
element: a reduction in working hours in return for a proportional reduction in
pay. However, when WLB support is simply a superficial ‘added extra’ within the
employment relationship and other contradictory work practices are left unchanged,
the transaction actually extends beyond pay and hours. Under these circumstances,
the transaction also tacitly involves a loss of career opportunities. This means that
for some groups of employees (those who work three days part-time, or all part-time
employees at Accountancy), opting to work part-time not only changes their
employment relationship in terms of time and pay but also in terms of career
opportunities. We thus see persistent elements of the traditional employment
relationship.
Third, our study indicates that the implementation of WLPs alone is not enough
to develop or reinforce the relational element of the employment relationship, as
some studies suggest (see for example Guzzo and Noonan, 1994). A core element of
the relational contract is feeling valued, and implementing WLPs can signal that
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the organisation is concerned about its employees’ welfare. However, the complexity
and ambiguity of the signals that come to the fore in our study indicate that WLPs
may not be enough to signal that employees are valued, because actual practices
and cultural norms may send out signals that conflict with this. To take the
example of part-time work again: the possibility of working part-time could be
interpreted as a signal that the organisation values its employees. It communicates
an investment in WLB and in the employee as an individual human being, since it
acknowledges and creates spaces for the employee’s private life. At the same time,
however, for some employees this goes hand in hand with diminished investment
in the employee as a human resource, since career opportunities are withheld. The
valuing of people as human beings can, therefore, go hand in hand with the
devaluing of people as employees. This indicates how in some cases WLB support
can create contradictions in the relational element of the psychological contract.
These contradictions reinforce the myth of work and private life as inherently
conflicting areas, implying that ‘balance’ means trading off opportunities on one
side in exchange for opportunities on the other side. It forgoes the possibility of
harmonising paid work and other aspects of life in a way that creates a win-win
situation rather than a trade-off (Gambles, et al., 2006). In other cases, shifts in
the employment relationship seem to be more fundamental. Here, we have seen the
possibility of valuing the whole human being without the need for a trade-off
between work and private life. Here, the signals sent by employers are more
consistent and WLB support signals valuing of both the work and non-work roles of
employees. In this situation the relational aspect is strengthened, and this may
indeed lead to de-commodification of labour (D’Art and Turner, 2006).
Overall, WLB support affects the nature of the employment relationship.
Changes in the formal employment contract and informal employer expectations
indicate that a process of transition is occurring towards the valuing of employees
as individual human beings. However, ambiguities in the nature of the employment
relationship indicate that this shift is incomplete and that persistent elements of
traditional employment relationships remain.
One final point on which to reflect is an important limitation in our study. Our
study included only employer expectations. However, when expectations are
complex and ambiguous, the mutuality of understanding between employer and
employees might be compromised (Dick, 2006). Future research should therefore
explore the mutuality of understanding by also investigating employee expectations
in regard to WLB support.
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CONCLUSION
In this conclusion, I reflect on how this dissertation contributes to existing
knowledge, as well as discussing its limitations and offering suggestions for further
research. Furthermore, practical implications of the study are discussed.

How this dissertation contributes to existing knowledge
The core concept of this dissertation is the notion of supporting work-life balance
(WLB support). I have aimed to further develop theory on WLB support as a social
practice by investigating the characteristics of the dynamic interplay between
cultural norms related to work, private life and WLB, formal work-life policies
(WLPs) and the ways in which managers and employees negotiate, resist or
appropriate the WLB support that is made available. I have used a case study
approach to investigate this dynamic interplay in four different areas: formal representations of WLB support (chapter 2), organisational boundary work (chapter 3),
the social practices of part-time and full-time work (chapter 4), and WLB support in
the employment relationship (chapter 5). The exploration of WLB support as a social
practice contributes to the field of work-life research in several ways.
Firstly, most research in the work-life field focuses on exploring effects of
possible work-life conflict on the psychological and physical well-being of
employees (Casper, et al., 2007; Geurts and Demerouti, 2003). This focus on the
individual level does not do justice to the importance of the organisation as a
constraining or enabling context for individuals’ attempts to balance work and
private life. By investigating WLB support in organisations, this study focuses
instead on the organisational level and contributes to the growing scientific debate
on the role that organisations play in employees’ work-life balance.
Secondly, this study conceptualises WLB support as a social practice involving
the dynamic interplay between cultural norms, formal WLPs and the way in which
managers and employees negotiate, resist or appropriate the WLB support that is
available to them. This conceptualisation allows for a more comprehensive and
complex understanding of WLB support in organisations. It incorporates both
culture and WLPs as interrelated elements of WLB support rather than focusing on
just one of these elements in isolation. Additionally, my conceptualisation of WLB
support as a social practice emphasises the fact it is an organisational activity that
it is actually done by members of the organisation (Miettinen, et al., 2009; Schatzki,
2001; Whittington, 2006). This conceptualisation has allowed me to investigate the
dynamics of WLB support since it takes into account the agency of the managers
and employees who produce, reproduce or alter WLB support through their actions
and interactions. I have also used a broader conceptualisation of organisational
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culture than the limited number of studies in the field of work-life studies that
have started to explore the role of organisational culture in WLB support. These
studies often conceptualise organisational culture as a static, shared phenomenon.
I have conceptualized organisational culture as a dynamic phenomenon that
can not only be shared, but can also be differentiated and ambiguous. This
conceptualisation does more justice to the complexity of organisational culture
than a static and shared understanding of organisational culture.
Thirdly, in contrast to the quantitative research approach of many work-life
studies, I have used a qualitative case-study approach. This qualitative approach,
in combination with the strategic selection of contrasting cases, enabled me to
gather rich data that led to new theoretical insights concerning WLB support as a
social practice.

The characteristics of work-life balance support
The theoretical conceptualisation of WLB support as a social practice, combined
with the qualitative case-study approach, has resulted in a richer, more nuanced
understanding of WLB support. It particularly helped me to uncover insights
regarding three important characteristics of WLB support: WLB support is an
ambiguous, dynamic and gendered social practice. These characteristics are almost
inextricable and can only be distinguished analytically. Together, they contribute
to further development of theory on WLB support as a social practice. I will
elaborate on each of these characteristics below.

The ambiguities in work-life balance support
This dissertation has highlighted ambiguity as one of the key characteristics of
WLB support. There is ambiguity in communication on the subject of WLB support,
for example. Ostensibly supportive communication sometimes includes unsupportive
implicit messages. There is also ambiguity in formal WLPs that have the potential
to create more permeable work-life boundaries on the one hand and organisational
practices that reinforce impermeable work-life boundaries on the other hand.
There is also ambiguity in WLPs that are implemented ostensibly to enhance the
WLB of employees but are actually used to restrict employees’ opportunities to
integrate their work and private life. In addition, there is ambiguity in
organisational cultural norms that relate to WLB on the one hand and those that
relate to work on the other hand. Finally, there is ambiguity in the expectations
and obligations regarding WLB support. In organisations where WLB support is
viewed as a shared responsibility of both employer and employee, practices can be
found that sustain this shared responsibility; however, other practices in the same
organisation may shift the responsibility to the individual employee.
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What is more, my exploration has revealed that WLB support is shared and
differentiated at the same time, which also adds further to its ambiguity. My
dissertation indicates that a few elements of WLB support are shared within
organisations: WLB support means, above all, support for the separation of work
and private life and WLB support in organisations implies generous support for
major life events like divorce or death. Additionally, in some organisations
work-related norms that are supportive of part-time work are a shared element
throughout the organisation. The comparative case study indicated that the first
two of these common features of WLB support within organisations are also shared
by the organisations in my case studies. At the same time, the dissertation reveals
that WLB support is differentiated in three different ways. Firstly, WLB support
differs between departments of the same organisation, indicating that context
plays an important role in WLB support. Employees in one department may enjoy
generous WLB support while employees working in another department may
encounter more limited support. Secondly, WLB support varies according to the
type of private life issue involved: everyday private matters or major life events.
There is generous support for major life events but more limited and differentiated
support for everyday private matters. Thirdly, WLB support differs between
different groups of employees such as those that work full-time, those that work
four days a week and those that work three days a week or fewer. WLB support also
differs for people who want to achieve or maintain WLB by separating their work
and private life and employees who prefer to integrate their work with their private
life. ‘Separators’ tend to enjoy more support than ‘integrators’. The fact that within
one and the same organisation WLB support is shared in some respects but varies
widely in other respects increases the ambiguity of WLB support.
The ambiguity of WLB support is linked to the tension between the integration
and the separation of the domains of work and private life in organisations. This
tension continues earlier gender studies debates relating to the public/private
divide. These were based on a construction of work and private life as separate
spheres and the strict division between women and men along the lines of these
separate spheres (Brouns, 1995; Pateman, 1989). The inclusion of WLB support in
organisations suggests that boundaries between work and private domains are
becoming more permeable and that the two domains are becoming more intertwined.
Support for WLB is breaking the silence on the private lives of employees within
organisations and raising the possibility of integrating work and private life. At
the same time, there are forces within organisations that run counter to these
more permeable boundaries. Organisational agents such as HR managers and line
managers may – intentionally or unintentionally – attempt to maintain the
separation of the two spheres. The persistence of strong, traditional norms related
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to work, life and WLB that are based on the separation of the spheres of work and
private life also acts as a brake on any integration of these two spheres. Conflicting
forces in an organisation, which are leading to more permeable boundaries on the
one hand and the preservation of separate domains on the other hand, produces
ambiguity in WLB support.

The dynamics of work-life balance support
To understand the ambiguity of WLB support, it is important to understand that
WLB support is a dynamic phenomenon. The dynamics of WLB support are rooted
in the agency of organisation members: the actual ‘practicing’ of WLB support by
managers and employees. The actions and interactions of managers and employees
reproduce or alter the WLB support that is available. WLB support exists through
the actions and interactions of members of an organisation and as such is
continuously in motion. This dynamic underlies the ambiguity of WLB support, but
at the same time the ambiguity of WLB support creates scope for the agency of
organisation members to influence WLB support. The exploration of organisational
boundary work (chapter 3) highlights how this is done by both managers and
employees in organisations. Managers’ actions and interactions set down
organisational work-life boundaries and continuously reproduce or modify them.
Employees’ secret transgression of organisational work-life boundaries, or their
compliance with them, reproduces these boundaries. Employees’ attempts to
enlarge the scope allowed for private life at work can lead to a gradual change of
organisational work-life boundaries. The employee’s agency lies in his or her
resistance, compliance and attempts to modify work-life boundaries. Managers’
agency can be seen in their (unintentional or intentional) use of WLPs. However,
as mentioned, the way in which managers use WLPs is not exclusively supportive
of the WLB of employees. Managers may actively encourage the use of separating
WLPs such as leave policies and part-time work but be reluctant to allow the use of
integrating policies such as flexible working or teleworking. Their use of WLPs can
thus become an instrument in maintaining the restrictive boundaries that leave
little room for the integration of work and private life. The exploration of the social
practices of part-time and full-time work (chapter 4) indicates that new or amended
categories of part-time and full-time work emerge through actions and interactions
of managers and employees, and that norms relating to work, life and work-life
balance are reproduced and altered by this process.

The genderedness of work-life balance support
The genderedness of WLB support is undeniable because of its strong links with the
separation of work and private life. Gender is at the heart of the idea of separate
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domains and plays an important role in the associated cultural norms relating to
work, life and WLB. This dissertation not only indicates that gender is part of these
norms, but it also emphasizes that formal representations of WLB support,
organisational boundary work and social practices of part-time and full-time work
produce and reproduce distinctions between men and women, femininity and
masculinity. In other words, it highlights the ‘duality of gender and organisations’
(Benschop, 2007) in relation to WLB support. Although WLB and WLB support may
form an impetus for the emergence of a new gender paradigm in which the public
and the private are intrinsically intertwined and women and men take up positions
in both domains, the dissertation highlights that remnants of the traditional
gender paradigm play an important role in organisations. The role of gender is
explored in particular in chapter 4 which examines the social practices of part-time
and fulltime work. In line with studies on part-time work and career inequality,
this chapter indicates that WLB support in the form of part-time work leads to
gendered career inequality. But in addition, my conceptualization of WLB support
as a social practice contributes to existing research in two ways: (1) it highlights
the dynamics of gender in WLB support; and (2) it produces a more nuanced picture
of the genderedness of WLB support. These two contributions are most clear in the
chapter 4. In this chapter, I argue that gendered career inequality between
full-time and part-time workers is shifting, is becoming more varied and now
disadvantages a smaller group of employees than might be expected on the basis of
previous studies of part-time and full-time work. The category of part-time work is
no longer viewed exclusively as a feminine category by organisation members.
Instead, employees and managers have created new categories that have different
gender connotations. Four days part-time work is constructed as suitable for both
men and women, and both men and women in this category are perceived as being
eligible for career progress. The category of three days part-time has inherited the
traditional association of part-time work with femininity and imperfection.
Mothers are linked exclusively to this category and they suffer from career barriers.
This indicates that although gendered career inequality is shifting and varied, the
nature of this inequality has not changed: mothers continue to suffer the most
from inequality. This shift may be typical of the Dutch context, in which part-time
work is very commonplace.
Together, these insights into WLB support as ambiguous, dynamic and gendered
contribute to the theory of WLB support. This study gives us a greater understanding
of the role of WLB support in the production and reproduction of inequality.
Although employers’ portrayal of WLB support as a general entitlement for all
employees sends out signals of equality, my research reveals that the ambiguous,
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dynamic and gendered nature of WLB support as a social practice reproduces old
inequalities and produces new inequalities as well. Some groups of employees
benefit from the social practices of WLB support while others are disadvantaged by
it. The social practices of WLB support (partly) reproduce traditional gender
inequalities, but in addition they bring several new inequalities into play:
inequality between ‘separators’ and ‘integrators’, inequality between different
groups of part-time workers and inequality between people working in different
departments. These inequalities are linked to the complexity of WLB support: WLB
support is not a simple, static and isolated element of an organisation, but a more
complex phenomenon that is intertwined with organising processes. This complexity
makes it difficult to identify and prevent inequalities. My conceptualisation of WLB
support as a dynamic complex of WLPs, cultural norms relating to work, life and
WLB, and the actions and interactions of organisation members, is apt to reflect
this complexity adequately. This has enabled me to reveal how the complexity of
WLB support produces and reproduces inequalities. In this way, my dissertation
contributes to theory on WLB support by showing that WLB support is part of
inequality regimes (Acker, 2006, 2009), because the interrelated practices,
processes, actions and meanings of WLB support result in and maintain inequalities
in organisations.

Limitations and suggestions for further research
This study also has several limitations that could inspire further research.
Firstly, the research approach based on qualitative case studies allowed for
in-depth insights into the ambiguity, dynamics and genderedness of WLB support
as a social practice. However, such an approach does not allow for generalisation to
other cases. Further case studies in different organisations are therefore needed.
Theory-testing research could also explore whether the distinction between four
days part-time work and three days part-time work can be generalized, for example.
Also, this dissertation did not explore international differences in WLB support as
a social practice. However, since national contexts are very different in terms of
the legislation, government policies and societal cultural norms that relate to WLB
support, more cases studies are needed to explore possible differences and
similarities in WLB support as a social practice in various national contexts.
Secondly, this dissertation has focused on WLB support as a social practice
within organisations. Accordingly, only managers and employees were included in
my exploration; however, other stakeholders also play a role in WLB support, such
as partners, family, friends, the government and clients of organisations. Further
research should explore the role of these different stakeholders in WLB support.
For example, this dissertation indicated that WLB support can vary between
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departments of the same organisation. Some respondents within Accountancy
related this to the different clients served by the departments. These respondents
linked the lack of WLB support in some departments to the fact that these
departments serve large international profit organisations who are (perceived to
be) very demanding. They linked the more generous WLB support in other
departments to the fact that these serve non- profit organisations that are
(perceived to be) less demanding. An interesting line of further research could be
to explore how different perceptions and representations of client demands play a
role in social practices of WLB support in organisations.
Thirdly, a large number of the insights in this dissertation are based on an
analysis of interview transcripts. Here, there is always a risk that my interpretations
hide or repress equally (or more) plausible or valuable interpretations (Alvesson,
2011). I have used a reflexive approach in my interpretations (Alvesson, 2003, 2011;
Alvesson, et al., 2008; Alvesson and Sköldberg, 2009) to minimise this risk in
several ways. First of all, the data gathering is based on triangulation. Observations
were conducted in addition to the interviews and documents were gathered.
Insights from observations and documents were used to check, supplement or shed
a different light on the interpretations of interview material. Furthermore, all the
interviews were transcribed verbatim and sent back to respondents for checking.
Excerpts from these verbatim transcripts are included in the dissertation and
followed by an analysis based on the excerpts. This allows other scholars to check
my analysis and to come up with possible alternative analyses. In addition, in line
with the theoretical perspective of this dissertation, I have not only searched for
similarities but I also actively searched for variations and possible multiple interpretations of the interview material. Finally, because I am aware of the risks of
interpretation I have gone to considerable trouble to formulate my analyses and
conclusions carefully.
Fourth, the research sought to shed light on the complexity of WLB support as
a social practice with a particular focus on gender and gender inequalities.
Consequently, I sought to include a variety of respondents in the research:
respondents included both men and women, older and younger workers and people
in a variety of positions, people with or without children, people who use WLPs and
people who do not use WLPs. Due to the case selection and the selection of
functions, respondents were almost exclusively white, Dutch men and women who
had received a university education, higher vocational education or intermediate
vocational education. The study did not include any less educated or unskilled
workers or any respondents from ethnic minorities. However, recent work on intersectionality (Holvino, 2010; Verloo, 2006, 2009) indicates the relevance of taking
into account other possible axes of inequality when looking at gender. It would be
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interesting to perform case study research in organisations where it is possible to
also investigate other inequalities that play a role as well. This would allow for an
investigation of the role of intersectionalities of gender and other axes of inequality
in the social practice of WLB support.

Practical implications
Supporting WLB is certainly not a matter of ‘one size fits all’ – and perhaps therefore
– not an easy task for employers to fulfil and for employees to find. In the following
section I discuss the practical implications for both employers and for employees.

Implications for employers
This dissertation has highlighted that some WLPs are more attuned to supporting
separation of work and private life and others are more attuned to supporting
integration of work and private life. Statutory WLPs such as part-time work,
different leave policies mostly support separation of work and private life.
Employers that only offer these statutory policies must be aware that they only
support part of their workforce. They only support those employees who would like
to keep work and private life separated in order to find balance. However, for other
employees an ideal way to balance their work and private life is by integrating
these domains. Flexible work policies such as teleworking or flexible working
hours can support these employees in their WLB.
Second, this dissertation highlighted WLB support is more complex than just
offering WLPs. WLB support is a dynamic interplay between WLPs, organisational
cultural norms on work, life and WLB and actions and interactions of managers and
employees. This complex and dynamic interplay requires a systemic change:
implementation of a wide array of WLPs, changes in cultural norms regarding work,
life and WLB, changes in language and communication and changes in the way
work is organized. It also requires changes from both managers and employees: the
willingness, openness, responsibility to question standard hegemonic norms and
the courage and responsibility to ask for and openness to experiment with new
ways of working and interacting that challenge hegemonic norms about work, life
and WLB.
For a systemic change it is important to understand and explicate implicit
cultural norms in the organisation and to investigate whether these norms
potentially contradict WLB support. Cultural norms underlie WLPs and actions and
interactions of organisation members as well as the organisation of work. Norms
related to WLB (e.g. WLB only being about balancing work and care; norms on the
room for life at work; norms on what kind of support should be on offer) and norms
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related to private life (e.g. norms on ideal fathers and mothers) play an important
role in WLB support. Work-related norms on time, availability, performance and
career can enhance or undermine WLB support as well. Explicating implicit cultural
norms might be an important step towards more systemic WLB support. Paying
attention to language and communication can help to uncover implicit cultural
norms as well as questioning why and how things are done in the organisation.
In addition, a systemic change requires a willingness to question the present
organisation of work and searching for creative ways to change the way work is
organized. This can enhance WLB support as the physicians at Hospital exemplify.
For these physicians these work-life supportive changes in the organisation of
work also had a positive impact on the effectiveness of work. The dual agenda
approach (Rapoport, 2002) in which promotion of both work-place effectiveness
and WLB support can go hand in hand, could lead to systemic change. However, in
the case of physicians at Hospital their positional power allows the physicians in
the partnership to decide together on changes in their work. If they decide today
they want to make changes, they can implement it tomorrow. In different contexts
implementation of changes might not be so easily feasible. Because the people that
have innovative ideas on the organisation of work, or the people benefiting from
these changes might lack the positional power to make these changes happen. To
implement necessary changes in the organisation of work the support of key
decision makers in the organisation is vital.
Moreover, systemic change requires an awareness of the critical role of language
and communication. This dissertation has shown that communication and language
can send explicit and implicit messages that might hamper WLB support but that
adopting a different language for issues of WLB can act as an important lever for
change. For example, the negative (gendered) connotations that are linked to the
term ‘part-time work’ might hold back changes in the organisation of work that
could make it possible to work less than a five day work week. In the case of
physicians their invention of a totally new label (‘clinic-free day’) to describe the
change to a four day work-week acts as an important lever for change.
Systemic WLB support also requires managers and employees to become aware
of their own implicit assumptions regarding work, life and WLB, because this
influences their daily actions and interactions that are part of WLB support.
Managers should be willing and able to trust that employees will do their work and
deliver what they have promised. It also requires a break from the myth that input
in the form of hours and presence equals good performance. Instead performance
should be assessed based on output and managers should have the courage to only
control on output. It also places demands on employees for it requires employees to
be responsible and autonomous in regard to their work.
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Third, this dissertation has highlighted that ambiguity is a key characteristic of
WLB support in organisations, due to contradictory forces within organisations. On
the one hand I found a blurring of boundaries between work and private life as a
consequence of WLB support. On the other hand, traditional cultural norms on
work, life and WLB that are based on the separation of domains remain and
managers attempt to preserve separate domains. Managers should be aware that
the ambiguity might not only hamper WLB support but also can create inequalities:
between different departments, between men and women; between people who
prefer to separate and people who would like to integrate work and private life.
Employers that mainly offer support for separation and restrict formal or
informal flexibility and employers that offer formal WLPs but are unwilling to
change the way work is organized run the risk that a number of employees resort
to part-time work who otherwise would have worked full-time. What is more, they
miss out on future employees, who are hard to come by in, for example, the health
care sector and this will not become any easier in the future.
Ambiguity in WLB support might also have negative consequences for staff
turnover. If formal communication promises generous WLB support but this support
is hampered in practice by contradictory norms or work practices, employees might
feel that the psychological contract has been violated and decide to leave the
organisation.
Lastly this study showed that WLB support is dynamic. This implies that WLB
support cannot be attained by a onetime intervention (of any kind). Instead WLB
supportiveness requires continuous awareness of everyday instances of (lack) of
WLB support in organisational practices. WLB support therefore requires an
awareness of what is happening in day-to-day organisational actions and
interactions of managers and employees that may hamper or stimulate WLB of
organisation members.
Moreover it requires regular monitoring of which
organisational practices in the organisation need to be strengthened or changed in
order to enhance WLB support.

Implication for employees
Employees who are looking for a WLB supportive organisation to work for should be
aware that formal organisational communication on WLB support (in newspapers,
on websites or in rankings of best companies to work for) and organisational
practices might be very different. This research has shown that organisations who
hardly communicate to external stakeholders about WLB support can be very
supportive in practice. The reverse is also true: companies that profile themselves
as very work-life supportive might have organisational practices that seriously
hamper WLB. A better way to asses of how WLB supportive an organisation is
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asking people already employed by the organisations about cultural norms, the
way work is organised and the possibilities to use available WLPs. Moreover,
prospective employees should be aware that WLB supportiveness can be very
different in different parts of the organisation.
Employees should not accept unsupportive work practices or norms (e.g., a lack
of flexibility) as an unchangeable fact of working life, and for example ‘choose’
part-time work to create more flexibility. WLB support is dynamic and ambiguous
which opens up possibilities for change. Therefore it may be worthwhile to summon
up the courage to question taken for granted cultural norms and the way work is
organised. Employees should also think of ways to do their work in a way that
would better serve their WLB without compromising their performance.
Employees should also be aware of the fact that their WLB support needs might
change in different phases of their lives. Therefore it is a good idea to, for example,
yearly take time to check whether your WLB support needs have changed. Ask your
employer for possibilities to support your changed needs, if necessary.

Conclusion
In today’s and tomorrow’s society in which the call for and need for corporate social
responsibility is becoming more prominent, organisations need to work towards
more sustainable human resource management, which includes WLB support.
What’s more, I also sincerely believe that it is possible to achieve this while
delivering the same or better performance. This requires employers and employees
to be willing to look for and experiment with new ways of working and new ways
of interacting that challenge taken for granted norms about work, private life and
work-life balance.
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APPENDIX 1: OVERVIEW OF DOCUMENTS
Document

Munici

Hospital

Accountancy

Formal terms of employment

x

x

x

Internet information on organisation in
general and on WLB support
Intranet information on WLPs or WLB support
in general
Internal information brochures relating to
WLPs or WLB support in general
Figures on take up of work-life policies

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Staff magazines

x

x

x

Job satisfaction survey

x

Annual report

x

x

x

Annual plan

x

Organisational social policy

x

Strategic plan

x

Internal information brochures on career

x
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APPENDIX 2: OVERVIEW OF RESPONDENTS
Organisation Position

Sex

Age

Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Accountancy
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Munici
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital

Male
Male
female
female
female
female
Male
female
Male
Male
female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Female
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Female
Male
Male
Male
female
Female
Female
Female
Female

41
51
36
47
34
34
31
30
23
28
39
36
49
32
59
32
40
55
40
54
33
51
46
45
52
27
58
43
49
36
51
56
51
45
52
38
34
39
44
24
59
38
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Business Unit Leader
Business Unit Leader
Senior manager
Senior manager
Manager
Manager
Manager
Assistant Manager
Associate
Associate
Human Resource manager
Human Resource manager
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Policy advisor
Desk clerk
Desk clerk
Desk clerk
Desk clerk
Desk clerk
Desk clerk
Software engineer
Construction site manager
Social security consultant
Social security consultant
Human resource manager
Departmental manager
Departmental manager
Departmental manager
Departmental manager
Departmental manager
Departmental manager
Project manager
Human resource manager
Nurse
Nurse
Nurse

Individual
or group interview
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Group
Group
Group
Group
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Group
Group
Group
Group
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Group
Group
Group
Group
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
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Organisation Position

Sex

Age

Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital
Hospital

Male
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male
Male
Male
Female
Female

35
32
24
40
27
48
34
49
57
50
61
57
55
30
25

Nurse
Nurse
Nurse
Nurse
Nurse
Nurse
Unit manager
Unit manager
Physician
Physician
Physician
Physician
Physician
Physician in training
Physician in training

Individual
or group interview
Individual
Individual
Group
Group
Group
Group
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
Individual
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APPENDIX 3: TOPIC LISTS OF INTERVIEWS
Interview Human Resource Manager
- Work-life policies: rationale for introduction and target groups
- Work-life policies in relation to other human resource policies
-	
Organisational practices that hinder/ encourage work-life balance or use of
work-life policies
- Organisational culture
- Employer expectations of employees related to work-life balance
- Role of employer in relation to work-life balance support

Interview employee (group and individual)
-

Individual work-life balance or imbalance
Use or non-use of formal work-life policies
Practices that hinder/ encourage work-life balance or use of work-life policies
Organisational culture
Employee expectations of employer work-life balance support
Satisfaction or dissatisfaction with employer work-life balance support
Employee perceptions of their obligations related to work-life balance

Interview line manager
- Role in granting work-life policies (including criteria used)
- Use or non-use of work-life policies in their department
- Practices that hinder/encourage work-life balance or use of work-life policies
within department
- Managers expectations of employees related to work-life balance
- Managers perception of their obligations related to work-life balance support
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In the second part of the interview managers were also interviewed in their capacity
as employee
- Personal work-life balance or imbalance
- Use or non-use of formal work-life policies
- Practices that hinder/encourage their own work-life balance or use of work-life
policies
- Satisfaction or dissatisfaction with employer work-life balance support

Group interview managers
- Personal work-life balance or imbalance
- Use or non-use of formal work-life policies
- Practices that hinder/ encourage their own work-life balance or use of work-life
policies
- Work-life balance support they offer to employees
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AMBIGUÏTEITEN IN ONDERSTEUNING VAN
WERKPRIVÉ BALANS
Dit onderzoek richt zich op de karakteristieken van het dynamische samenspel
tussen culturele normen over werk, privé leven en werkprivé balans; werkprivé
regelingen en de manieren waarop managers en medewerkers zich de geboden
ondersteuning eigen maken, hierover onderhandelen dan wel zich hiertegen verzetten. Het doel van dit onderzoek is om daarmee theorie over werkprivé balans
(WPB) ondersteuning als sociale praktijk4 verder te ontwikkelen. Ik heb een
theoretisch raamwerk ontwikkeld dat inzichten en concepten combineert en
confronteert uit theorieën over organisatiecultuur, sociale praktijken en gender.
Om de verschillende praktijken van WPB ondersteuning te onderzoeken, combineer
ik dit raamwerk met andere theoretische perspectieven in de verschillende hoofdstukken van deze dissertatie.
In de afzonderlijke hoofdstukken worden de volgende onderzoeksvragen beantwoord:
a)	
Hoe wordt WPB ondersteuning gepresenteerd op websites van organisaties en
welke rol spelen culturele normen over werk, privé leven en werkprivé balans
in deze representaties? (Hoofdstuk 2)
b)	
Hoe worden grenzen tussen werk en privé geplaatst en onderhouden in
organisaties en hoe gaan managers en medewerkers om met deze werkprivé
grenzen? (Hoofdstuk 3)
c)	
Op welke manier zijn sociale praktijken van parttime en fulltime werk
dynamisch en gedifferentieerd en wat zijn de gevolgen voor de productie,
reproductie en verandering van ‘ongelijkheidregimes’? (Hoofdstuk 4)
d)	Op welke manier is WPB ondersteuning een indicatie van een verschuiving in
de arbeidsrelatie? (Hoofdstuk 5)
Empirische data zijn in twee studies verzameld. De eerste studie is een case studie
naar officiële communicatie over WPB ondersteuning op websites van tien
internationale bedrijven. Hoofdstuk 2 is op deze studie gebaseerd. De tweede
studie is een vergelijkende case studie van WPB ondersteuning in drie verschillende
organisaties: een accountancy firma, een ziekenhuis en een gemeente. Deze studie
vormt de basis voor de hoofdstukken 3, 4 en 5.

4 ‘Sociale praktijk’ refereert aan wat mensen in organisaties eigenlijk zeggen en doen en hoe ze
dat zeggen en doen in relatie tot de structuren in een organisatie (zoals werkprive regelingen
en culturele normen).
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De karakteristieken van WPB ondersteuning
Dit onderzoek laat zien dat WPB ondersteuning als sociale praktijk drie belangrijke
karakteristieken heeft: WPB ondersteuning is ambigu; het is dynamisch; en het is
gendered. Deze karakteristieken zijn zeer sterk met elkaar verweven en kunnen
alleen analytisch onderscheiden worden. Deze drie karakteristieken worden hierna
kort toegelicht.

Ambiguïteit van WPB ondersteuning
De ambiguïteit van WPB ondersteuning is gekoppeld aan de spanning in organisaties
tussen integratie en scheiding van het werk en het privé domein. Tegengestelde
krachten in een organisatie - die aan de ene kant leiden tot vervagende grenzen en
aan de andere kant het behouden van gescheiden domeinen - produceert ambiguïteit
in WPB ondersteuning. WPB ondersteuning is op verschillende manieren ambigu en
kan gezien worden als de belangrijkste karakteristiek van WPB ondersteuning.
Allereerst is er ambiguïteit in de formele communicatie van organisaties over WPB
ondersteuning. Ogenschijnlijk WPB ondersteunende formele communicatie bevat
ook impliciete boodschappen die deze steun ondermijnen. Hoofdstuk 2 laat
bijvoorbeeld zien dat organisaties expliciet communiceren dat er steun is voor WPB
van alle medewerkers. Tegelijkertijd wordt in deze communicatie ook de impliciete
boodschap gegeven dat WPB ondersteuning een privilege is voor slechts een
beperkte groep medewerkers (‘ideale werknemers’), dat eerst verdiend moet worden.
Ten tweede bestaat er ambiguïteit in enerzijds de formele werkprivé regelingen die
potentieel meer doorlaatbare grenzen tussen werk en privé creëren en anderzijds
zijn er organisatiepraktijken die ondoorlaatbare grenzen juist versterken.
Hoofdstuk 3 laat bijvoorbeeld zien dat flexibele begin- en eindtijden zijn ingevoerd
in de organisatie. Het gebruik wordt echter zeer bemoeilijkt of zelfs onmogelijk
door zeer beperkte openingstijden van gebouwen, roosterdiensten, een 9 tot 5
cultuur of normen over klantvriendelijkheid. Ten derde is er ambiguïteit in
werkprivé regelingen die op het eerste gezicht bedoeld zijn om de werkprivé balans
van mensen te vergemakkelijken maar die, bedoeld of onbedoeld, de mogelijkheden
van mensen om werk en privé te integreren, inperken. Part-time werk wordt
bijvoorbeeld ruimhartig aangeboden en toegekend aan medewerkers van de
gemeente (hoofdstuk 3). Impliciet blijkt daar de verwachting aan te hangen dat
parttimers er dan wel voor zorgen dat ze werk en privé gescheiden houden. Dus
geen alledaagse privézaken op het werk regelen en geen gebruik maken van
flexibele begin- en eindtijden. Ten vierde is er ambiguïteit in culturele normen in
organisaties over werkprivé balans en culturele normen over werk. Zoals uit
hoofdstuk 4 blijkt, wordt bij de accountants benadrukt dat werkprivé balans
belangrijk is. De WPB norm is dat medewerkers op een gezonde manier met hun
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werkuren om moeten gaan. Tegelijkertijd is er vanuit werknormen over beschikbaarheid, inzet, carrière en klantvriendelijkheid een enorme druk op medewerkers
om veel uren te maken. Tot slot is er ambiguïteit in de wederzijdse verwachtingen
en verplichtingen van werkgevers en werknemers ten aanzien van WPB
ondersteuning. Hoofdstuk 5 laat bijvoorbeeld zien dat in het ziekenhuis WPB
ondersteuning door de werkgever gezien wordt als een gedeelde verantwoordelijkheid van werkgever en werknemer samen. In deze organisatie zijn er zowel
praktijken die een bijdrage leveren aan deze gedeelde verantwoordelijkheid, maar
ook praktijken in diezelfde organisatie die de verantwoordelijkheid juist vooral
schuiven naar de individuele medewerker. Er wordt bijvoorbeeld actief meegedacht
door managers hoe de medewerker en organisatie gezamenlijk bij kunnen dragen
aan een goede WPB, wat uiting geeft aan een gedeelde verantwoordelijkheid. Maar
daarnaast wordt de verantwoordelijkheid ook voor een deel verschoven naar de
individuele medewerker in plaats van gezamenlijk op te pakken. Een belangrijke
factor die de WPB van medewerkers negatief beïnvloedt is dat er te weinig hersteltijd
is door de manier waarop diensten worden geroosterd. Dit is een belangrijke reden
voor medewerkers om parttime (80%) te gaan werken. Hoewel het management dit
probleem erkent, wordt er niet gezocht naar creatieve manieren om op een andere
manier te roosteren, wat recht zou doen aan een gezamenlijke verantwoordelijkheid. In plaats daarvan, ‘kopen’ individuele medewerkers meer hersteltijd door
parttime te gaan werken.
Ook laat mijn onderzoek zien dat WPB ondersteuning tegelijkertijd gedeeld en
verschillend is, wat verder bijdraagt aan inzicht over de ambiguïteit. Zo zijn in
organisaties een aantal elementen te vinden die gedeeld worden in de hele
organisatie. WPB ondersteuning betekent doorgaans vooral ondersteuning voor het
scheiden van werk en privé leven en men kan rekenen op ruimhartige ondersteuning
voor grote privé gebeurtenissen zoals scheiding of dood van een dierbare.
Tegelijkertijd is WPB ondersteuning binnen een organisatie gedifferentieerd.
Allereerst verschilt WPB ondersteuning tussen verschillende afdelingen in dezelfde
organisatie. Medewerkers op de ene afdeling hebben te maken met veel WPB
ondersteuning terwijl medewerkers die op een andere afdeling werken veel minder
steun krijgen. Ten tweede varieert WPB ondersteuning naar gelang de soort privé
aangelegenheid: dagelijkse privé zaken of grote privé gebeurtenissen. In de hele
organisatie is er ruimhartige en vergelijkbare steun voor grote privé gebeurtenissen.
Voor dagelijkse privé aangelegenheden is er, in vergelijking met grote privé
gebeurtenissen, veel beperktere steun. Bovendien verschilt deze beperkte steun
ook tussen organisatieonderdelen. Ten derde verschilt WPB ondersteuning voor
verschillende groepen medewerkers: tussen fulltimers en part-timers, tussen
part-timers die vier dagen werken en part-timers die drie dagen of minder werken.
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Binnen de gemeente bijvoorbeeld worden fulltimers meer gesteund bij het
integreren van werk en privé dan parttimers. Mensen die drie dagen (of minder)
part-time werken krijgen binnen deze organisatie minder steun dan mensen die
vier dagen part-time werken. WPB ondersteuning verschilt ook voor mensen die
graag hun werk en privé leven willen scheiden en mensen die werk en privé leven
willen integreren. Medewerkers die integratie prefereren ondervinden minder WPB
steun vanuit de organisatie dan mensen die werk en privé graag gescheiden
houden. Het feit dat in een en dezelfde organisatie WPB ondersteuning in bepaalde
opzichten gedeeld is, maar in andere opzichten sterk verschilt, vergroot de
ambiguïteit van WPB ondersteuning.

De dynamiek van WPB ondersteuning
WPB ondersteuning bestaat door de acties en interacties van organisatieleden en is
op deze manier continu in beweging. Deze dynamiek ligt ten grondslag aan de
ambiguïteit van werkprivé ondersteuning. Tegelijkertijd creëert deze ambiguïteit
handelingsruimte voor organisatie leden om WPB ondersteuning te beïnvloeden.
De verkenning van hoe grenzen tussen werk en privé in organisaties worden
gecreëerd en onderhouden laat zien hoe dit wordt gedaan door managers en
medewerkers in organisaties. De (inter)acties van managers bepalen grenzen tussen
werk en privé en reproduceren of wijzigen deze grenzen voortdurend. Hoofdstuk
drie laat bijvoorbeeld zien hoe managers medewerkers aanspreken op gedrag wat
niet in lijn is met de werk-prive grens (van de organisatie) wat deze grens
reproduceert. Het toelaten van acties die de grenzen wat oprekken kan uiteindelijk
de grenzen wijzigen. Het zich houden aan werkprivé grenzen door werknemers
evenals de heimelijke overschrijding van deze grenzen reproduceren de grenzen.
Als de organisatiegrens tussen werk en privé geen ruimte laat voor privé op het
werk kunnen medewerkers dit accepteren en zich daaraan houden. Of ze kunnen
heimelijk privé zaken gaan regelen onder werktijd als de manager er niet is. De
grens verandert daar niet mee: alleen er wordt heimelijk over de grens heen gegaan.
Dit reproduceert de bestaande organisatie grens tussen werk en privé. De pogingen
van medewerkers om de ruimte voor privé op het werk te vergroten kan leiden tot
een geleidelijke verandering van werkprivé grenzen van de organisatie. De
verkenning van sociale praktijken van parttime en fulltime werk in hoofdstuk 4
laat zien dat er nieuwe of aangepaste categorieën van parttime en fulltime werk
ontstaan door de acties en interacties van managers en medewerkers. Binnen het
ziekenhuis bijvoorbeeld zijn er aangepaste categorieën van fulltime en parttime
werk ontstaan. Fulltime werk is hier nu vier dagen of meer werken in plaats van vijf
dagen werken en parttime werken is veranderd in drie dagen of minder werken.
Binnen de gemeente zijn de categorieën van fulltime en parttime gewijzigd in drie
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categorieën: fulltime werk, vier dagen parttime en drie dagen parttime, waarbij
alleen deze laatste categorie gezien wordt als echt part-time werken. In dit proces
worden normen over werk, privéleven en werk-privé balans gereproduceerd en
veranderd. Normen over carrière zijn in deze organisaties bijvoorbeeld veranderd
waardoor mensen die vier dagen parttime werken gezien worden als goede carrière
kandidaten.

Het gendered karakter van WPB ondersteuning
Het gendered karakter van WPB ondersteuning is zeer sterk verbonden met de
scheiding van werk en privé leven. Gender5 vormt de kern van het idee van
gescheiden domeinen en speelt een belangrijke rol in de bijbehorende culturele
normen over werk, privéleven en werkprivé balans. Deze dissertatie laat niet alleen
zien dat gender onderdeel van deze normen is maar benadrukt ook dat verschillende
sociale praktijken in organisaties onderscheid tussen mannen en vrouwen,
mannelijkheid en vrouwelijkheid (re)produceren. De rol van gender komt
voornamelijk tot uitdrukking in de sociale praktijken van parttime en fulltime
werk. Zo blijkt dat gendered carrièreongelijkheden tussen fulltime en parttime
medewerkers aan het verschuiven is, gevarieerder worden, en tegenwoordig een
kleinere groep medewerkers benadeelt dan mag worden verwacht op basis van
eerdere studies naar parttime en fulltime werk. De categorie ‘parttime werk’ wordt
door organisatieleden niet langer als een exclusief vrouwelijke categorie beschouwd.
In plaats daarvan hebben managers en medewerkers nieuwe categorieën gecreëerd
die andere gender connotaties hebben. Vier dagen parttime werk wordt gezien als
geschikt voor zowel mannen en vrouwen, en zowel mannen als vrouwen in deze
categorie komen in aanmerking voor carrière voortgang. De categorie van drie
dagen (of minder) parttime werk erft de traditionele associatie van parttime werk
met vrouwelijkheid en imperfectie en betreft vooral werkende moeders. Dit
impliceert dat hoewel gender ongelijkheid aan het verschuiven is en gevarieerder
is dan voorheen, de aard van de ongelijkheid onveranderd is gebleven: vooral
moeders hebben nog steeds last van ongelijkheid in carrièrekansen.
Dit onderzoek vergroot het inzicht in de rol die WPB ondersteuning speelt in de
productie en reproductie van ongelijkheden. Werkgevers presenteren WPB
ondersteuning als een algemeen recht voor alle medewerkers wat een signaal van
gelijkheid afgeeft. Mijn onderzoek laat echter zien dat het ambigue, dynamische
en gendered karakter van WPB ondersteuning (deels) oude gender ongelijkheden
5 ‘Gender’ in dit onderzoek refereert aan het onderscheid tussen mannen en vrouwen, mannelijkheid en vrouwelijkheid als sociale en culturele constructie.
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reproduceert en ook nieuwe ongelijkheden creëert: ongelijkheden tussen mensen
die werk en privé willen scheiden en mensen die werk en privé willen integreren;
ongelijkheden tussen verschillen groepen parttimers; en ongelijkheden tussen
mensen die op verschillende afdelingen werken. Deze ongelijkheden zijn verbonden
met de complexiteit van WPB ondersteuning. WPB ondersteuning is niet een simpel,
statisch en geïsoleerd element van een organisatie, maar een veel complexer
fenomeen dat verweven is met organisatieprocessen.

Bijdragen van deze studie
Deze verkenning van WPB ondersteuning als een sociale praktijk draagt op
verschillende manieren bij aan het werkprivé onderzoeksveld. Allereerst heb ik een
kwalitatieve case-study aanpak gebruikt, in tegenstelling tot de kwantitatieve
onderzoeksaanpak van veel werkprivé studies. Deze kwalitatieve benadering, in
combinatie met de strategische selectie van contrasterende cases, heeft het
mogelijk gemaakt om rijke data te verzamelen die geleid hebben tot nieuwe
theoretische inzichten over WPB ondersteuning als een sociale praktijk.
Ten tweede richt het meeste onderzoek op het terrein van werkprivé balans
zich op consequenties van werkprivé conflicten voor psychische en fysieke
gezondheid van individuen. Deze focus op het individuele niveau doet geen recht
aan de belangrijke rol van organisaties als een beperkende of stimulerende context
voor de pogingen van werknemers om hun werk en privé leven op elkaar af te
stemmen. In plaats daarvan focust deze studie zich juist op het organisatieniveau
door het onderzoeken van WPB ondersteuning in organisaties en draagt zodoende
bij aan het groeiend wetenschappelijke en maatschappelijk debat over de rol die
organisaties spelen ten aanzien van de werkprivé balans van hun werknemers.
Ten derde wordt in deze studie WPB ondersteuning gezien en uitgelegd als een
sociale praktijk die een dynamisch samenspel omvat tussen culturele normen over
werk, privé leven en werkprivé balans, formele werkprivé regelingen en de manieren
waarop managers en medewerkers zich de geboden ondersteuning eigen maken,
hierover onderhandelen dan wel zich hiertegen verzetten. Het is juist deze
conceptualisering die het mogelijk heeft gemaakt om een uitgebreider, complexer
en genuanceerder begrip van WPB ondersteuning in organisaties te ontwikkelen.
Ik onderzoek verschillende culturele normen en werkprivé regelingen als zijnde
met elkaar verbonden elementen van WPB ondersteuning, in plaats van slechts op
één van deze elementen apart te focussen. Bovendien maakt deze conceptualisering van WPB ondersteuning het mogelijk om de dynamiek van WPB ondersteuning
bloot te leggen en te onderzoeken. Op deze manier wordt aandacht besteed aan
handelingen van managers en medewerkers die door hun acties en interacties WPB
ondersteuning produceren, reproduceren of veranderen.
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Tot slot heb ik een bredere conceptualisering van organisatiecultuur gebruikt dan
de reeds (beperkt) bestaande studies naar de rol van organisatiecultuur in WPB
ondersteuning. Deze bestaande studies conceptualiseren organisatie cultuur vaak
als een statisch fenomeen dat gedeeld wordt in de hele organisatie. Dit onderzoek
heeft laten zien dat organisatiecultuur een fenomeen is dat niet alleen gedeeld
wordt door organisatieleden, maar tegelijkertijd ook heel verschillend, dynamisch,
gendered en ambigu is.
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ambiguities in work-life
balance support
Many organisations offer formal work-life policies such
as flexible working hours, teleworking, leave policies
and part-time work. This is often presented as evidence
of organisations’ support for work-life balance. This
dissertation shows that work-life balance support (WLB
support) is much more complex than that.
WLB support is investigated as a complex interplay
between three elements: cultural norms on work,
private life and work-life balance; the actions and
interactions of managers and employees; and formal
work-life policies. This study concludes that WLB
support in organisations is highly ambiguous, gendered
and dynamic. Because of this, traditional gender
inequalities are being perpetuated and new inequalities
are being created.
The book provides academics, managers and employees
with an insight into how organisational WLB support
can both constrain and enable work-life balance of
employees.

