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Work-Life Balance definition for the State Services

Work-life balance is about the interaction between paid work and other activities, including unpaid

work in families and the community, leisure, and personal development. 

Work-life balance is about creating a productive work culture where the potential for tensions between

work and other parts of people•s lives is minimised. This means having appropriate employment

provisions in place, and organisational systems and supportive management underpinning them.

Work-life balance for any one person is having the •right• combination of participation in paid work

(defined by hours and working conditions), and other aspects of their lives. This combination will not

remain fixed, but may change over time.

Work-Life Balance principles for the State Services

Policy principles

Work-life balance should:

■ benefit both the individual and the organisation

■ be responsive to the needs of the organisation (nature of the business, operating hours etc) and

demands of their service-users (citizens and/or government) 

■ be aligned with the vision and strategic direction of the organisation

■ recognise that the needs of both the organisation and employees are not static, but change over

time

■ be broad, in order to cover a wide variety of situations (e.g. not just targeted at those with children)

and employee needs 

■ be a joint responsibility between employees, their union and the organisation

■ be available to all employees, or have it clearly stated where they are not (e.g. some jobs may not

be able to be done part-time)

■ be fair and equitable, recognising that different cultures, abilities/disabilities, religions, beliefs,

whänau and family practices may mean different solutions for different people, and that •one size

does not fit allŽ

■ be affordable for the organisation and realistically budgeted 

■ value employees for their contribution to the organisation, regardless of their working pattern.

Implementation principles

Work-life balance programmes should:

■ be flexible, so that work-life balance programmes can be changed to meet the needs of employees

and the organisation as they change

■ highlight the need for management, unions and employees to work in partnership to identify issues

and discuss relevant and workable solutions

■ be widely communicated, so that employees are aware of what is available

■ be easily accessible, i.e. employees know what is available and feel they can use the provisions

without being penalised

■ be integrated with human resource and people management policies and practices 

■ be carefully planned and agreed and practical, so that they can work

■ allow for tailoring to meet individual employee needs where possible

■ include a monitoring and evaluation mechanism, to investigate if they are succeeding in their aims

and are being applied consistently. 
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Foreword

A well performing State Services can make a huge difference – to New Zealand’s success
as a country and to the people that make up our society. Government agencies need to be
attractive to high achievers, who are motivated by making a positive difference in people’s
lives. To achieve this, we aim to make the State Services an ‘employer of choice’. 

The challenge, variety and influence of working in this sector are recognised as key
sources of job satisfaction. They need to be supported by excellent workplace conditions
that respond to the expectations of a changing workforce – and flexible work-life balance
policies are high on the agenda. 

The State Services cover a diversity of workplaces, roles and occupational environments.
Work-life balance options have to be just as varied and imaginative, to benefit both
employers and employees. This resource sets out practical steps to follow, and quotes
real life examples of work-life balance strategies developed by individuals, groups,
employers and the union. I hope it will serve to reduce barriers to a balanced lifestyle
and contribute to our goal of making the State Services an employer of choice. 

Mark Prebble

State Services Commissioner

The provision of quality public services requires quality jobs and quality management
processes. Achieving work-life balance is an important element in this. In a fast moving
world, work is a major part of our lives and in recent years unions globally have been
thinking about how workers can achieve a better balance between paid employment and
the rest of their lives. 

In this country, the PSA has actively promoted work-life balance in public sector, health
and local government workplaces. In November 2003, we organised a two-day Working
the Future conference bringing together union members, public servants, Ministers,
policy makers and various speakers to discuss what we want in our future working lives.
Not surprisingly a balanced life emerged as a major theme. The publication of this
resource is a significant step forward. It stresses the importance of strong workplace
partnerships between employers and employees to develop practical and workable 
work-life balance policies. We were pleased to contribute to the development of this
resource and we look forward to its being used widely across the public sector.

Richard Wagstaff

National Secretary

PSA Te Pükenga Here Tikanga Mahi
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1Introduction

“ Work is but one dimension of living and should not crowd out and distort family
life, recreation and personal development… Work-life balance should seek to raise
the profile of activities other than work and should contribute to the government
goals of a growing economy and an innovative and inclusive society. ”

This resource informs government employees, employers and union representatives on
the case for work-life balance and suggests ways to make it happen. It is prepared
primarily for the use of government agencies, but may well have ideas and processes
useful and applicable to the private sector. The guidelines are not a prescription, nor a
set recipe. Organisations can ‘pick and mix’, according to their own requirements and
circumstances.

Different parts of the resource may be of particular value to different readers. Some 
may want an overview of work-life balance principles and their potential benefits to an
organisation. For others, such as HR professionals or line managers tasked with
implementation, the detailed processes in Chapter Five are designed to give practical
assistance. Being available electronically on www.ssc.govt.nz, this document has 
scope to evolve as work-life balance programmes are put in place, and so we welcome
offers of new case studies or well-tested solutions. 

The introductory chapter provides a definition of work-life balance for the State
Services. It backgrounds the Government’s commitment to work-life balance for the New
Zealand workforce, the leadership role of government agencies, the business case for
work-life balance and its impact on productivity, and its connection to equal employment
opportunities strategies. 

Chapter Two provides a set of basic principles for the implementation of work-life
balance policies, and points to a range of initiatives and solutions for individuals and
organisations to consider.

Chapter Three describes ways for employers, employees and unions to work together
in partnership to bring about positive results. The chapter identifies elements of a
workplace culture that will support work-life balance and those that will inhibit it. 

Chapter Four describes the work-life balance issues that impact on people in senior
positions, based on interviews with Ministers, chief executives and senior managers.

Chapter Five offers practical guidelines for the development of work-life balance within
government organisations. 

Her Excellency the

Governor-General,

Dame Silvia

Cartwright, Speech

from the Throne, 2002

http://www.ssc.govt.nz


Chapter Six brings work-life balance to life by discussing issues that arise in the
workplace and in the lives of employees. It quotes brief case studies that illustrate
approaches taken to address these issues. 

An online Supplement to this resource (see www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance) provides
further supporting and practical material of particular use for HR practitioners. 

Background

In recent years, the question of the balance between people’s lives as paid workers and
their lives as members of families and of communities has become a topic of discussion
in New Zealand and internationally.1 Demographic and sociological trends – more
women in paid work, the changing roles of men and women, an ageing workforce, skill
shortages, labour shortages, and the desire of younger generations not to be ‘married to
the job’ – suggest that providing the conditions for work-life balance is increasingly
important to employers in attracting and retaining talent for their workplaces. 

In addition, productive economies depend on skilled, healthy and productive workplaces.
The economic reasons for addressing work-life balance have been expressed by the Prime
Minister:

“ In New Zealand, the economic imperatives for work-life balance are growing. As
our population ages, the challenge is to maximise the full potential of the workforce.
The global pinch of skill shortages means that our workplaces need to be more
innovative and more responsive to what matters to staff, if they are to recruit and
retain them. In meeting our workforce needs, the first place to look is to our own
people. We do have a lower rate of participation by women, for example, than do
top performing Scandinavian economies. The nature and quality of our workplaces
and working conditions do have a bearing on whether those who are presently
under-represented will come forward to share their talents. It’s clear to me that
generating higher growth and productivity will also be linked to removing the
barriers to participation in the paid workforce. ”

Government commitment

The Government has signalled that work-life balance is an increasingly important
workplace issue for all of New Zealand society, as well as for the economy, and has stated
that it has a leadership role in promoting policies that balance work and life.2

It established a Work-Life Balance Project in 2003, coordinated by the Department of
Labour. Public consultations have revealed that work-life balance is a significant concern
for many New Zealanders.3 The Associate Minister of Labour, Ruth Dyson, in her
Foreword to the Project’s consultation report of July 2004, stated that:

Work-Life Balance: a resource for the State Services
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1 See, for example, the Trade Union Congress publication, Changing Times: a TUC Guide to Work- Life Balance, London, 2001.

2 CAB Minute (03)26/5A

3 Department of Labour. Achieving Balanced Lives and Employment. Wellington, DOL, 2004, p 13

Rt Hon Helen Clark,

speech at the

presentation of the

EEO Trust Work & Life

Awards, September

2004

http://www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance


“ The Government believes that it can play an important role in helping people to
overcome the barriers that prevent them from achieving balanced lives. It can also
play a leadership role in the way that it addresses the issue of work-life balance
for the people it employs. However, achieving balanced lives for everyone will also
require the contributions of the general public, as individuals, as members of
families and whänau, as members of communities, hapü and iwi, or as employees
or employers. The Government does not propose to take over roles that are most
appropriately played by these people. ”4

Public Service and wider State Services leadership

This publication implements the Government’s aim of providing leadership in promoting
work-life balance across government agencies. It supports the goal of making the State
Services an employer of choice. 

In 2002, the Review of the Centre led to work on the development of a Human Resources
Framework for the Public Service. The major objectives of the Framework were to:

■ enhance the performance of the Public Service as a whole and of Public Service
departments

■ promote a collaborative, joined-up Public Service that enhances integrated service
delivery and reduces duplication and fragmentation

■ enhance the ability to attract and retain diverse and capable talent.

The State Services Commission subsequently established a project team, drawn from
departments and the Public Service Association (PSA), to examine work-life balance
issues for the Public Service. This resource is the outcome of that team approach, and
has involved extensive consultation with government organisations.

The completion of this resource coincides with the promulgation of new Goals for world
class professional State Services. One of the key development goals is to ensure the New
Zealand State Services are an employer of choice, attractive to high achievers with a
commitment to service.

Definition of work-life balance 

A work-life balance definition and associated principles have been developed to provide
a common framework within which individual agencies can develop their own policies.
They alert current and prospective public servants to the reasonable expectations they
can have of their work environment.

Work-life balance is about helping staff to maintain healthy, rewarding lifestyles that will
in turn lead to improvements in productivity and performance. Strategies to achieve
balance will differ between organisations, partly depending on their function, the types
of work roles they offer, and their workforce profile. 

Chapter One: Introduction
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Work-life balance definition for the State Services

Work-life balance is about the interaction between paid work and other activities, including unpaid work

in families and the community, leisure, and personal development.

Work-life balance is about creating a productive work culture where the potential for tensions between

work and other parts of people•s lives is minimised. This means having appropriate employment

provisions in place, and organisational systems and supportive management underpinning them.

Work-life balance for any one person is having the •right• combination of participation in paid work

(defined by hours and working conditions), and other aspects of their lives. This combination will not

remain fixed, but may change over time.

Implementing work-life balance effectively across an organisation is a strategic change
management process, and involves culture change. However, the issue is congruent with
many organisations’ stated values and provides a tangible outlet for modelling those
values internally.

What provides a sense of balance varies from person to person. It is not a simple formula
of time spent at work, compared with time spent on the rest of their lives. Hours worked
is an important factor, but may not be the principal one. For some, it is an active choice
to work longer hours at some phases of the year, or stages of their careers. The sense of
having access to work-life balance is highly related to a sense of control, choice and
being able to match work patterns to one’s own lifestyle and life stage. The meaning of
work-life balance changes for people at different stages throughout life, often in response
to milestones during the course of life.5

Benefits for business 

“ Organisations that negotiate innovative work practices which also benefit staff are
forward looking, competitive and profitable. ”

The provision of quality public services requires quality jobs and quality management
processes. Work-life balance programmes are an important element in achieving these.

“ Over the last decade the evidence for the business benefits of work-life balance
policies has been growing in volume and strength. The studies show strong links
between work-life balance policies and reduced absenteeism, increased productivity
and job satisfaction. Other benefits include improved recruitment and retention
rates with associated cost savings, reduced sick leave usage, a reduction in worker
stress and improvements in employee satisfaction and loyalty, greater flexibility for
business operating hours, an improved corporate image. ”6

Entrants in the Equal Employment Opportunities (EEO) Trust’s annual Work & Life
Awards cite “many business benefits arising from their work-life initiatives including

Work-Life Balance: a resource for the State Services
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reduced turnover, sick leave and absenteeism, improved staff loyalty and productivity,
improved recruitment and reduced workplace injuries”.7

Workforce gains from work-life balance policies

“ Economic growth in New Zealand is presently hindered by a critical shortage of
skill and labour. New Zealand has a lower rate of female participation in the
workforce compared with top performing Scandinavian countries such as Sweden.
Removing the barriers to participation in the paid workforce is necessary for
continued economic growth. 

Improved access to the labour market for women, workers with disabilities, Mäori,
older workers, and people from a range of ethnic backgrounds is necessary for
sustained economic growth. Work-life balance policies and arrangements are vital
to attract these valuable workers back on the job and maximise the full potential
of the workforce. ”8

The Auckland Regional Council, entrant in the 2004 EEO Trust’s Work & Life Awards
states: 

“ Sick leave has declined as a result of work-life balance initiatives and turnover has
decreased substantially. ”

Stratex Networks (NZ) Ltd, joint winner of the EEO Trust’s Small to Medium
Organisation Work & Life Award 2003 reported that: 

“ As a result of work-life initiatives:

■ recruitment has improved with the time to fill a vacancy down from a high of 80
days to 40 days

■ employee turnover has reduced from 19% in 2001 to 10.1% in 2003

■ absenteeism levels are down by eight per cent, and

■ sick days per employee per year are now 2.9 days. ”

Productivity gains from work-life balance policies

“ Implicit within each of the drivers (of workplace productivity) is the understanding
that the way people are treated and managed is of fundamental importance to
workplace productivity. People tend to be more motivated in the workplace if they
feel appreciated and respected. Creating a positive work environment not only
boosts morale but also productivity levels. ”9

Staff satisfaction and customer satisfaction are linked. Auckland City (joint winner of
the Large Organisation category in the EEO Trust Work & Life Award 2003) stated: Its

Chapter One: Introduction
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8 NZCTU It’s About Time! A Union Guide to Work-Life Balance, Wellington, NZCTU, November 2004

9 The Workplace Productivity Challenge … summary report of the workplace productivity working group Department of Labour 2004 
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(WLB) initiatives help attract a diverse workforce which reflects the diversity of its
customers and enables the provision of excellent customer service.

Case study examples from the United Kingdom about problems that work-life balance
has responded to include the following example:

“ Unilever believes there are direct links between employee satisfaction, customer
satisfaction and business results. ”10 

A significant link was found between retention of staff and retention of customers in 
a study of 3005 customers of companies in service industries. Levels of customer
dissatisfaction were closely linked to employee retention and staff turnover.11

“ Companies with highly committed employees had a 112% return to shareholders
over three years, companies with low employee commitment returned 76% and
average commitment returned 90%. ”12

The cost of not addressing work-life balance

Organisations considering the cost implications of work-life balance should also consider
the cost implications of not doing so.

The issue of ‘working to live or living to work’ was raised in the State Services
Commission’s Career Progression and Development Survey, carried out in the New
Zealand Public Service in 2000.13 The results pointed to a need to address work-life
balance issues, with public servants expressing, in particular, concerns about excessive/
heavy workloads. 75% said they worked more hours than they were employed/paid for.14

The survey report pointed out risks to the health and wellbeing of individual public
servants in this climate of long hours and heavy workloads, and consequent risks for
capability. There are potential impacts on both recruitment and succession planning if
the culture of government agencies is perceived to contain unacceptable conflicts with
life outside the workplace.15

International comparative data on work hours places New Zealand at the extreme end in
terms of the proportions of the population who work excessive hours. Over 20% of New
Zealand employees work 50 hours or more per week. This is a higher proportion than
Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States, and much higher than countries
of northern and southern Europe.16 In countries such as the UK, the ‘long hours culture’
is being challenged both as a response to the European working hours directive, and also
because of the social cost of long hours.

Work-Life Balance: a resource for the State Services
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10 www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/factsheet.htm

11 Study by Roper Starch Worldwide and Unifi Network 2000 cited by EEO Trust above

12 Survey by Watson Wyatt Worldwide WorkUSA 2000 cited by EEO Trust

13 State Services Commission. Career Progression and Development Survey 2000: Results for the New Zealand Public Service, SSC, 2002, pp 68-77.
A second survey is being held in 2005.

14 In the Department of Labour public consultations on work-life balance, long working hours appeared to be the most significant issue in a large
number of submissions. Organisational cultures that rewarded long hours were seen as an obstacle.

15 The CPDS survey (op. cit., p 75) revealed that a quarter of public servants (women and men equally) said they had not applied for a higher-level
job because they were concerned they would not be able to balance their work and family responsibilities. 

16 Callister, P 2004 reporting OECD data in The Future of Work within households: Understanding household level changes in the distribution of hours
of paid work School of Government Victoria University Wellington www.dol.govt.nz
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“ Over-work in our society is seen as a primary cause of growing ill health, both
physical and mental. It is argued that men and women are having to work at a more
intensive pace than in the recent past. Stress has become an increasingly intractable
problem in the modern workplace as much for managers as for their office staff
and shop floor workers. ”17

If New Zealand is to compete in the global labour market, the attractiveness of New
Zealand as a lifestyle destination needs to be supported by a work culture that enables a
balanced life.

Lack of time and energy that is the consequence of a life out of balance has a direct effect
on health and welfare. Physical activity rates have declined and sedentary lifestyles are
having a big impact on the health and welfare of New Zealanders even though more than
half would like to spend more time doing sport and active leisure.18

“ It is not only trade unions that are increasingly concerned in arguing the case 
for a better work-life ‘balance’ as a means of combating the increase in pressures
at work that are helping to destabilise what are already often fragile households
and fragmented, shattered communities. The Confederation of British Industry
acknowledges that ‘achieving an appropriate balance between work and other
aspects of life has advantages for society as a whole’. ”19

Pocock cited by Callister says powerful evidence exists in a growing body of research
that long hours are bad for individuals, couple relationships, children and community
fabric20 and, as the above evidence demonstrates, they are also bad for business.

Work-life balance and EEO

Work-life balance contributes to Equal Employment Opportunities by identifying and
eliminating some barriers to participation in the workplace and creating new and
improved opportunities for those who wish to participate.

Connections to Pay and Employment Equity

The Government also sees the connections between economic imperatives for work-life
balance and increased participation in the paid workforce through its commitment to pay
and employment equity.21 While the benefits will apply not only to women, they will
promote gender equity, thus improving the quality of working life for women.22

The Pay and Employment Equity report recommended:

Chapter One: Introduction
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17 The Future of Work-Life Balance Robert Taylor 2001 Economic and Social Research Council Seminar series 

18 Worklifebalance Project Sheet 3 Communities and Recreation Dept of Labour

19 The Future of Work-Life Balance Robert Taylor Economic and Social Research Council Seminar Series

20 See The Work-life Collision Barbara Pocock The Federation Press 2003

21 See, for instance, the speech by the Associate Minister of Labour, Hon Ruth Dyson, at the launch of the 

NZCTU guide It’s About Time, 3 November 2004.

22 NZCTU, op. cit., Preface



“ that the Work-Life Balance Project and the State Services Commission Human
Resource Framework project on Work-Life Balance take into account, in relation
to pay and employment equity, the issues of levels of pay, hours of work, leave
entitlements, and workplace culture. ”23

This resource provides a variety of prompts to assist organisations to identify a range of
work-life balance issues and solutions that can be tailored to fit their particular business
goals and which also promote positive workplace cultures and productive contributions
from all staff.

“ We want New Zealand to be a great place to live and work. This means that people
can effectively use their energy and skills to participate in paid work and all the
other things that are important to them, society and the economy. It also means that
employment relationships will be conducted in good faith, with employers, workers
and their unions able to constructively discuss and address work-life balance
concerns. ”

Work-Life Balance: a resource for the State Services
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Hon Ruth Dyson,

Associate Minister of

Labour, Foreword to

Achieving Balanced

Lives and Employment,

Department of Labour

2004
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2Work-Life Balance Principles

The work-life balance principles that follow have been developed to reflect the needs of
government agencies and their employees. Having an agreed set of principles serves to:

■ establish a common framework within which individual agencies can develop their
own work-life balance policies

■ alert current and prospective employees to the reasonable expectations they can have
of their workplace environment.

The principles have been structured around policy and implementation issues.

Policy principles

Work-life balance should:

■ benefit both the individual and the organisation 

This acknowledges the intersection between work and life, and the requirement for
the needs of both parties to be considered. There must be a ‘value proposition’ for the
employer as well as a benefit for the employee

■ be responsive to the needs of the organisation (nature of the business, operating
hours, etc) and the demands of their service-users 

This acknowledges the need to factor in the purpose and demand of the business (the
way it operates, hours of operation and client needs), when considering work-life
balance initiatives

■ be aligned with the vision and strategic direction of the organisation 

As with all other human resource-related issues, work-life balance needs to be ‘in
synch’ with the strategic direction of the agency

■ recognise that the needs of both the organisation and employees are not static,
but change over time 

The needs of staff and the organisation should be reviewed regularly to reflect changes
in staff circumstances, including age and lifestyle, and organisational circumstances,
such as restructuring. Such recognition will ensure that work-life balance initiatives
continue to be relevant and add value to both parties

■ be broad, in order to cover a wide variety of situations and employee needs 

Work-life balance affects all members of society, not just those in traditional family



units, and initiatives should be accessible to reflect a broader range of family and ‘age
and stage’ circumstances

■ be a joint responsibility between employees, their union and the organisation 

This acknowledges the importance of a partnership approach, where the union/s and
employer, management and staff, can work together to achieve change and share in
the benefits of work-life balance. Staff are responsible for advising managers of
changes to their life circumstances that may impact on work, and both are responsible
for developing solutions

■ be available to all employees, or have it clearly stated where they are not (e.g.
some jobs may not be able to be done part-time) 

There will be some environments where there will be limitations on the type of 
work-life initiatives available. These circumstances need to be clearly identified, but
should not limit the potential for implementation in other parts of an organisation and
for other creative solutions to be found

■ be fair and equitable, recognising that different cultures, abilities/disabilities,
religions, beliefs, whänau and family practices may mean different solutions for
different people, and that ‘one size does not fit all’

Organisations should consider a variety of work-life initiatives to reflect the unique
backgrounds and aspirations of staff from different cultures. This emphasises the need
to involve representatives of all staff groups who will be affected

■ be affordable for the organisation and realistically budgeted 

Initiatives need to be examined to ensure that the aims and objectives are feasible for
the organisation and staff, and are within the budget parameters of the organisation

■ value employees for their contribution to the organisation, regardless of their
working pattern 

This signals the organisation’s understanding that employees have personal as well as
working lives and that the two intersect. Having flexible options available that both
acknowledge and accommodate different/changing needs, while at the same time
meeting organisational requirements, will encourage greater employee contribution
and productivity, and overall commitment to the organisation.

Implementation principles

Work-life balance programmes should:

■ be flexible, so that the provisions can be altered to meet the changing needs of
employees and the organisation 

The needs of staff and the organisation should be regularly analysed to reflect changes
in staff circumstances, such as age and life style, and organisational circumstances,
such as restructuring. Such recognition will ensure that work-life balance initiatives
remain relevant and add value to both parties

Work-Life Balance: a resource for the State Services
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■ highlight the need for management, unions and employees to work in partnership
to identify issues and discuss relevant and workable solutions

As work-life balance benefits employees and employers, and can result in changes to
working patterns, it is important that all parties, including unions, participate actively
in this process. To be effective, work-life programmes need to be developed through
an inclusive process

■ be widely communicated, so that employees are aware of what is available 

The greater the range of options known to be available, the greater the benefits to staff
and the organisation

■ be easily accessible, i.e. employees know what is available and feel they can use
the provisions without being penalised 

Having the work-life initiatives posted in a form accessible to everybody will increase
transparency and assist all parties in discussions about options and solutions that will
best fit staff and organisations. The organisational culture should encourage and not
penalise people who seek work-life balance solutions, while respecting those who
work standard hours, or long hours by personal choice

■ be integrated with human resource and people management policies and practice 

Work-life balance contributes to the achievement of inclusive and responsive
organisational cultures and provides access to equal employment opportunities within
the working environment. It is therefore an important feature of human resource
policies and practices. All personnel with people management responsibilities should
be aware of work-life balance policies and guidelines. Other HR policies and practices
should complement work-life balance and not work against it

■ be carefully planned, agreed and practical, so that the programmes can work 

Well-planned, agreed and practical work-life programmes will contribute positively
to the overall wellbeing and security of employment for all staff. To achieve this,
management buy-in should be obtained, and both staff and union/s involved

■ allow for tailoring to meet individual employee needs where possible 

The programme needs to be flexible, as the same size does not fit all. Tailoring to meet
an individual need, where appropriate, will contribute to maximising staff participation

■ include a monitoring and evaluation mechanism, to investigate if they are
succeeding in their aims and are being applied consistently

The evaluation should be done in consultation with managers and staff, and should
include a review of whether the organisation’s needs have evolved or the original value
proposition is different.

Chapter Five offers practical steps for implementing these principles. It does not
prescribe solutions, but encourages organisations to find those best suited to their
circumstances. However, there are a number of well established strategies that might 
be considered. Section One of the online Supplement24 sets out some of these, under
the following five broad categories:

Chapter Two: Work-Life Balance Principles
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■ flexible working arrangements (the organising of work hours)

■ leave (time out of the workplace)

■ child and elder care (assistance with family needs)

■ health and wellness initiatives (preventing and managing the stress from work and
life) 

■ work-life balance culture/environment (the organising of work and management
style).

Case studies of successful initiatives by government agencies are supplied in 
Chapter Six.

For other case studies, go to:

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/problem_solver.htm

Work-Life Balance: a resource for the State Services
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3Working Together 

A key idea embedded in the work-life balance policy principles set out in Chapter Two 
is that it is imperative for employers and employees, including the relevant union, to
work together, if work-life balance is to become a reality for more than a handful of
individuals. 

This chapter: 

■ provides some comments on working in partnership 

■ identifies elements of a workplace culture that will support work-life balance and those
that will inhibit it

■ outlines the roles and responsibilities of key parties.

Working in partnership

The objective of all parties working together is to facilitate the achievement of work-life
balance for as many individuals as possible, whether their focus is on improving personal
wellbeing or on participating more fully in family life, or in other unpaid work or
community work. In every situation it is up to individuals to define the ‘right’ work-life
balance for themselves. This makes a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach impossible, and
underscores the need for all parties to work together to address different situations. 

Working in partnership requires the active involvement and participation of all parties,
with a commitment to a shared approach. In the area of work-life balance, an ability 
to work together effectively will be based on the creation of a positive, long-term
relationship between unions, employers and employees that is concerned with both the
future of the business and improving the working life of individuals.

The Partnership for Quality Agreement between the Government and the PSA has
identified a set of principles around the concepts of engagement and good faith that are
useful in considering how the parties involved can work together effectively in the area
of work-life balance. Engagement relates to the collective participation of employees
through their union in the management of their workplaces. Good faith is concerned with
respect for each other’s roles and acceptance of responsibility for making the partnership
work. The focus of the relationship is problem resolution and asking “How can we make
this happen?” not “Why won’t this work?”



A genuine partnership25 will have:

■ shared commitment to investment in quality jobs and improving the quality of public services

■ common ownership of plans, issues and problems, and the generation of solutions

■ recognition of the legitimate roles of the employer and the union

■ recognition that each party has an interest in the other being well organised and effective

■ openness on both sides

■ trust that is built by identifying and solving problems jointly

■ representation from all groups of staff

■ healthy dialogue that sees the parties working together on problem resolution

■ a commitment to improving the organisation of work at all levels in the organisation

■ a commitment to action on possible solutions rather than shelving the issue until it is too late.

Example

Work-life balance approach in DPMC

The results of the Public Service Career Progression and Development Survey (2000) raised some

questions around work-life balance within the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet (DPMC).

Based on these findings, the senior management team agreed to look into work-life balance. 

A number of sessions were held with the first, second and third tier managers on issues such as work-

life balance, as part of the Senior Management Forum. Following this, a decision was made to •do

some work• on work-life balance.

A consultation process was initiated via email, resulting in limited response. 

The senior management team agreed that a group should be established to explore work-life balance

issues. Discussion was held with the union about the work and the process. 

Interested people were invited to participate. The work-life balance group had one representative from

each business unit. Each representative consulted with their own unit in whatever way suited that work

area, e.g. by email, in staff meetings, groups or one-to-one to identify the types of work-life balance

that existed and possible solutions.

Following this information-gathering phase, the group collated this information, prioritising common

issues and identifying possible solutions. 

The group reported to the senior management team with recommendations, e.g. the development of

a work-life balance policy, increasing fitness reimbursement, flexibility guidelines, managers taking

responsibility for work-life balance issues in their own units, continuation of the group, etc.

The union supports the approach taken to work-life balance. 

The group continues to meet at least quarterly. It is working on work-life balance induction material

for new staff, developing resources for the departmental intranet, and continuing to consult with staff

on work-life balance issues.
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Organisational culture

Work-life balance policies and practices within organisations are influenced and shaped
by the wider environmental context. Work-life balance is part of an organisational
culture, and is driven by key parties with individual roles and responsibilities. An
individual’s work-life balance is influenced by the culture and by all the parties involved. 

Organisational culture means ‘the way things are done around here’. It is made up of the
assumptions, practices and beliefs that form the unquestioned, ‘normal’ way of working
in an organisation – the reality, not necessarily what is stated and explicit. Organisational
cultures can be powerful in either supporting or undermining initiatives such as work-
life balance. 

In this section, the culture and values needed to support work-life balance are discussed,
as well as those that hinder or inhibit the achievement of balance. This information will:

■ assist an organisation to understand its organisational culture and to assess the extent
to which it can support work-life balance

■ describe the type of environment needed to support the roles and responsibilities of
all parties involved in enabling work-life balance.

While it is not possible to create a new culture overnight, it is possible to propose new
values and new ways of doing things that, over time, can set the stage for new behaviour.
Culture is created by all the participants in it. Each person has a part to play in shaping
and influencing the culture.

A number of the values that support work-life balance are included in the principles in
Chapter Two. 

A culture that values balance:

■ is active, not passive, e.g. asking •How can we make this happen?Ž rather than saying •Let•s
wait and see what others doŽ

■ is innovative, e.g. people approach issues with an open mind as to what the solution may
look like and are willing to try out new solutions 

■ is inclusive, e.g. work-life balance policies cover all staff, irrespective of whether or not they
have childcare responsibilities

■ is aware of, and seeks to prevent, potential discrimination in terms of loss of career
advancement or income due to accessing work-life balance arrangements 

■ is flexible to meet the varying needs of different staff, e.g. policies are developed that enable
customised solutions to be found for differing needs

■ has a high level of trust among employees, employee representatives and managers, e.g.
union and management work together on developing work-life balance strategy

■ respects and values employees• roles outside of the workplace, e.g. responsibilities in
relation to elderly parents, community work, sports teams

■ is reciprocal, in the sense that the organisation supports work-life balance by being flexible
and responsive to staff needs, and staff support the organisation by being diligent and
productive at work

■ is realistic about what the organisation has the capacity to deliver and encourages
managers to negotiate workloads and priorities and to manage expectations accordingly. 
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Aspects of workplace cultures that hinder or inhibit the achievement of balance include:

■ Attitudes of employees. Employees need to maintain the trust of their employers by using
flexible hours or special arrangements honestly, responsibly and fairly, in a spirit of respect
for both their employers and their colleagues.

■ Attitudes of colleagues. Colleagues• personal beliefs, attitudes and behaviours toward
people who utilise work-life balance initiatives can be a powerful inhibitor. For example:
unwillingness to schedule meetings to meet the needs of part-time workers; a belief that
people aren•t contributing fully if they leave before 5 pm; or a belief that others• work-life
balance solutions should come at their own personal expense.

■ Rigidity in management approaches. Attempts to negotiate work-life balance can some-
times be inhibited by the rigidity of management, whether due to their lack of understanding
of work-life balance, knowledge of organisational policies or lack of willingness. For
example: not being open to exploring how things could be done differently; approaching
issues with a negative attitude, e.g. •This won•t work becauseƒŽ, •I work long hours, why
shouldn•t you?Ž; applying •rules• according to the letter rather than the spirit of work-life
balance policies.

■ Internal practices. In some cases there are rigid assumptions and requirements and/or
lack of vision, choice and flexibility around the way work is done. One example is where
the value of work is defined by the individual•s visibility to the manager, or by the length of
working hours, as opposed to output, adding value or meeting objectives.

■ HR policies. The extent to which flexibility is not built into HR policies can negatively
influence the culture. Examples include where overnight travel payment for childcare is
expressed as a special case that has to be applied for, rather than a legitimate expense;
or the failure to consider and indicate in job descriptions whether a job could be filled on
a part-time or job-share basis.

■ Personal barriers. Sometimes inhibitors are self-imposed, based on the beliefs, attitudes
and behaviours of staff who might otherwise desire access to work-life balance policies
and practices. Examples include feeling that they are not pulling their weight or that they
are placing pressure on others by utilising work-life balance initiatives

■ The special nature of the work can make work-life balance difficult to achieve – e.g. field
workers in the Department of Conservation working out in the bush for ten days at a time. 

Ways of addressing such issues are discussed in Chapter Five.

Roles and responsibilities of parties

Work-life balance cannot be achieved in isolation, but is the joint responsibility of a
number of parties, including the individual seeking work-life balance for her/himself. 

Chapter Four of this publication expands on the roles of chief executives and senior
managers, and Chapter Five describes the implementation phases that require input from
all of the parties. 

The following table is designed to give a ‘see at a glance’ summary of the key roles. 

In addition, other people within an organisation will need to be engaged in some phases.
For example, during the development of the organisation’s strategic approach to 
work-life balance, it may be important to engage staff involved with business planning
and the identification of future capability needs. During the development of the work-life
balance plan, it would be helpful to involve staff from the corporate planning and finance
areas. Equally, during the development of the work-life balance communication strategy,
it will be critical to involve internal communications/media staff.
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Summary of roles and responsibilities of key parties 
in work-life balance

Individual

■ Makes choices carefully about fit with organisation when applying for a job

■ Identifies personal needs (•must haves• versus •like to haves•) and possible solutions (being realistic

about what is possible) 

■ Takes responsibility for discussing needs and possible solutions with their manager (and union if

appropriate) 

■ Takes responsibility for delivering their own workload as agreed with their manager

■ Reviews and modifies arrangements as their personal circumstances change

■ Is supportive of colleagues• and manager•s work-life balance needs

■ Participates in development of organisational work-life balance strategy

Union

■ Promotes work-life balance to members and employers

■ Articulates the collective interests of members in work-life balance issues

■ Works in partnership with employer to develop a work-life balance strategy and to improve 

work-life balance in the organisation

■ Leads members• participation in developing work-life balance solutions

■ When required, assists individuals to negotiate work-life balance solutions

HR manager

■ Develops a work-life balance strategy that meets the needs of both the employees and the 

organisation

■ Ensures work-life balance is embedded in all HR policies (including provision of induction and

training)

■ Supports individual managers to improve work-life balance in the organisation and find solutions

to employees• work-life balance needs

■ Ensures training on work-life balance principles and practice is provided to managers

■ Provides assurance to management that the work-life balance strategy is being appropriately

implemented in the organisation 

Line manager

■ Explicitly communicates support for work-life balance initiatives

■ Walks the talk/leads by example

■ Implements organisational work-life balance strategy (including managing risk-averse work

environments)

■ Works with individual employees to manage work-life balance fairly and creatively and to find

individual solutions (by challenging existing practices, identifying scope for flexibility, identifying

opportunities as well as limitations)
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Senior manager 

■ Sets the environment that will make work-life balance work 

■ Walks the talk/leads by example, by modelling work-life balance in his/her personal life

■ Sets work-life balance performance expectations for managers, so that they find solutions to

employees• work-life balance issues 

■ Leads the development of the work-life balance strategy

■ Manages Ministerial expectations of staff and the organisation 

■ Ensures that the wider context makes work-life balance possible.
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4Spotlighting the Leaders 

Work-life balance is a leadership issue for chief executives and senior managers. And it
is also a personal issue. This section explores both. It is based on interviews with Public
Service chief executives and senior managers, and Government Ministers. 

Work-life balance as a personal issue 

What gives a sense of balance?

Work-life balance or the integration of work and life for many people in senior roles is
not a simple formula of time spent at work compared with time spent with family, on
exercise, relaxation or personal interests. Hours worked is one of the measures of 
work-life balance, but not the principal issue for most. Instead it is more about control,
choice and being able to match work patterns to their own lifestyle and life stage. 

Some are comfortable with long work days, so long as weekends are largely quarantined.
For some of those with young children, it is important to be home regularly for the
evening meal, and bath and bedtime rituals, even if it means doing a few hours’ work
later in the evening. For others, sustained periods of intensive work are fine, so long as
they are punctuated by significant breaks of real relaxation. 

What can make it difficult?

Developing and maintaining a sense of balance is not always easy for people in senior
roles. Besides the straight demands of the job, difficulties come from:

Commitment and loyalty

Commitment to the work of their agency and personal loyalty to their colleagues and
their Minister can result in senior managers and chief executives knowingly emphasising
work at the expense of their personal life.

“ I feel torn by loyalty to my CE and the Minister. ”

Frustration, lack of progress or feeling that the work is not valued

Many people commented that the satisfaction of work going well and the energy that
comes from achievement can more than compensate for long hours. So, too, can knowing
that the work is recognised and valued. This provides enthusiasm and energy that can
spill over into other aspects of people’s lives, whether it is family or leisure activities.



Similarly, frustration from unnecessary difficulties, lack of progress or feeling that the
work is invisible and unacknowledged, also has an impact outside of the workplace. This
frustration can undermine a sense of work-life balance as much as, and sometimes more
than, the hours worked.

The nature of the role

People identified that the nature of some roles increases the difficulty of maintaining a
work-life balance. 

Some roles are isolated, without immediate peers. The position of chief executive can
be lonely. So, too, can being the only Mäori in the senior management team with the

implicit or explicit expectation to represent all things Mäori. The opportunity to link into

relevant networks, such as the Chief Executives Forums, is critical for people in these

roles.

Roles that garner media attention can make it more difficult to maintain a work-life
balance. Media interest often results in unpredictable and urgent demands. The article in
the Saturday or Sunday paper cannot always be ignored until Monday morning. 

Managers who have come from working in regions commented on the impact their move
to Wellington had had on their work-life balance. The direct interface with Ministers
intensified the work demands that come from the dual responsibility to the Minister and
servicing the business. 

Technology

Some aspects of technology have helped with work-life balance, but can also make it
more difficult. People commented that cell phones, e-mail and pagers have led to an
expectation of availability seven days a week. People gave examples of taking a day’s
leave, but spending a significant proportion of the time on the phone dealing with work
issues; of going on holiday, but giving a promise that they would check their e-mails or
review that paper while they were away. 

A few people commented that communication technology had opened them up to staff
putting responsibility back on their manager, rather than sorting the issue out themselves. 

“ E-mail is a way of pressing a button and avoiding responsibility. ”

Job design and resources

Difficulties accessing the necessary information, staff with insufficient skills or
experience, poor communication channels or lack of resources to do the job not only
impact on the work, but can also impact on the manager’s work-life balance.

Although children can create another set of demands, several of the people interviewed
talked of children helping them to maintain a reasonable work-life balance. 

“ Kids mean that you switch work off. They keep you grounded in real life. ”

Are the difficulties real or perceived? They can be used as an excuse or a cover for
personal choices. Some commented that it had become ‘fashionable’ to work long 
hours. Some people take their identity and status from how hard they are seen as working.
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Some use work as an excuse to avoid the rest of their lives. For others, it is their own
expectations rather than anyone else’s that are creating the work demands. Most people
interviewed, however, felt these difficulties are very real. 

Acknowledging the difficulty of maintaining work-life balance is not always easy. At
senior levels, particularly for chief executives, there is a strong expectation of highly
developed self management skills. This expectation comes from Ministers, their peer
group and themselves. Admitting to yourself or to others that you are finding it difficult
to maintain a sense of balance can run the risk of being interpreted as a personal failure.

What personal strategies are people in senior roles using to
develop and maintain work-life balance?

The following are some of the strategies that people interviewed for this project have
used to develop and maintain a work-life balance. Selecting from this range is very
individual and personal.

■ Make careful choices about the job you take on. Choose work that you believe in and
you enjoy.

■ Be deliberate in your attitude to work, particularly about keeping a sense of humour
and not taking it too seriously.

■ Make time for exercise, whether it is walking to work, running at lunchtime or walking
to and from appointments.

■ Make time for other activities that relax and refresh. This means knowing what you
enjoy doing and deliberately making time for it.

■ Deliberately manage your diary. People particularly valued the blocks of time they
had regularly marked out in their diary whether it was for exercise, meeting their
partner or children for lunch, taking the children to school or quiet reflection. They
stressed how much easier it was to start a new job that way, rather than trying to change
to this pattern. They also acknowledged the value of a good PA in helping to protect
those times. 

■ Schedule holidays and make sure you take them.

■ Protect the boundaries between work and the rest of life. The boundaries may be time
specific such as never working on Saturdays. They may be to do with place, such as
not bringing work home, or only doing work at home in the study, so the door can be
shut behind you when you leave it. Or they may be situation specific, such as the phone
not getting answered during family meal times. People talked of the need to quarantine
their personal time and environment.

■ Develop transition patterns or rituals between work and home. These included
preparing the ‘to-do’ list for the next day, organising the desk, walking home or going
for a walk immediately on getting home, changing from work clothes or sitting down
with a glass of wine.

■ Make technology work for you. For some, this is having a computer at home that is
networked to the office. For others it means using a pager rather than a mobile phone
as a contact point.

■ Monitor and respond to your own stress. Experience in senior roles can equip people
to recognise their own stress levels, but it can also make them immune to early stress
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signals. People talked of the need to deliberately monitor their stress levels, and the
value of enlisting close family or friends to help.

■ Structure the job appropriately. Ensure that there are a manageable number of people
directly reporting to you. Negotiate reasonable deadlines. Be realistic and honest about
what is and what is not possible.

“ You have to know yourself and how to work it. ”

Work-life balance as a leadership issue

Chief executives and senior managers have a critical leadership role in addressing
work-life balance issues within their organisations. Although the role of chief executive
is particularly important, given the span of influence, the responsibilities are similar for
people in all senior management positions. 

Role of chief executives and senior managers

There are two dimensions to leadership in this area:

1 The wider context in which organisational and individual work-life balance decisions
are made

2 The culture, policies and organisational practices that directly impact on work-life
balance.

The chief executives and senior managers interviewed for this project echoed what is
increasingly coming through in wider research, that both dimensions are critical. The
following examines the key responsibilities in each.

Ensuring the wider context makes work-life balance possible

■ Ensure the expectations and work load of the organisation are reasonable 

Being realistic about what the organisation has the capacity to deliver on and negotiating
workloads and priorities and managing expectations accordingly, was top of the list for
most. When this does not happen, some senior managers commented that they could end
up ‘abusing’ their staff.

“ If people burn out, it is a management failure. ”

Expectations of the Minister/s were seen as having a particularly important impact on
the workload of the agency, both the expectations that are negotiated at the beginning of
the planning year and the one-off requests that arise at different times.

Many of the chief executives and senior managers interviewed in this project commented
that their Minister “just wants the job done” and is not particularly concerned with how
that happens. Ministers interviewed, however, were clear that for them to be confident
that the job would be done, they needed to know if the work request would create a risk
of either this or other work not being completed satisfactorily, and this included the
people carrying out the work.
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Dialogue about realistic work expectations between chief executives and Ministers is
critical. Yet some felt that chief executives “often lack the courage, or second guess the
Minister’s response”. 

Both Ministers and chief executives identified that this dialogue requires:

■ both parties being clear about the expectations negotiated at the beginning of the year

■ chief executives checking out the urgency of requests. One Minister commented 
that chief executives might not know what else is riding on a particular piece of work
and can make wrong assumptions about its urgency. Alternatively, chief executives
can at times assume that Ministers’ requests must be given priority, without both
parties considering the impact on other work. Both parties need to have a shared
understanding of what one Minister referred to as the ‘start here’ list

■ engaging in discussion about expectations and workloads several times a year, not just
at the beginning and end

■ chief executives giving advance notice if work is slipping, why it is slipping and what
steps are being taken to address it

■ if there are difficulties, chief executives making the opportunity to talk to the Minister,
in particular alerting them to the risk to key personnel.

Expectations of the agency do not just come from the Minister however. Chief executives
and senior managers also need to be able to effectively manage the expectations of the
wider sector they work in and the managers and staff within the organisation. They need
to challenge managers and staff to ensure that people keep focused on the prime
objectives and priorities and don’t overload themselves. It can be difficult to get people
to let go of issues or projects they are passionate about, when they are not the current
priority, particularly if it runs the risk of undermining their enthusiasm and morale. 

Get the right staff and resources

One chief executive commented that one of the worst things he could do for people’s
work-life balance was to put them in positions they could not handle. The difficulty might
be their personal skills, or it could be the circumstances or structure of the job. The impact
is often not just on the immediate person, but also on their manager who has to manage
the situation. Getting appropriately skilled people into key positions, developing people
to meet the demands of their work, and structuring the jobs and resources so they can
succeed will help make work-life balance possible.

“ If they can’t do something, it’s the department’s failure, not the individual’s
failure. It’s our responsibility. ”

Fostering a collegial management team 

A strong link was drawn between the morale and collegiality of the management team
and the work-life balance of the individual members of that team. A cohesive team
encourages people to back their colleagues up in times of difficulty, to share work,
information and resources to spread the load and to keep work in perspective. The
importance of this was also emphasised not only by the team members, but also by those
reporting to them. 
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Streamlining work and systems

Having a computer system that works well, getting rid of any unnecessary duplication
in work, streamlining compliance requirements can all impact on work-life balance. In
part it is about saving time, but it is also about minimising frustration.

Addressing work-life balance directly

Mandate the issue

Chief executives felt that one of their most important responsibilities in this area was to
ensure that the organisation actively and seriously considered work-life balance. This
needs to be more than just informal conversations. Analysis and a strategic response are
required. 

“ It is my responsibility to ensure the organisation continues to examine the issues,
and continues to address the issues. ”

Some chief executives talked of the value of having people in their organisation who
would bring these issues forward and would ensure that their personal thinking was
challenged by different perspectives. They were aware of the danger of only considering
these issues from their personal perspective and of anticipating the answers for others.

Communicate a commitment to the issue

Chief executives, in particular, acknowledged the importance of personally talking about
the issue with staff. This was in direct communications on the issue, but also subtly
interweaving it into other issues and casual conversations.

Role model

Both chief executives and senior managers were aware of the impact of their personal
actions. Some were aware that, although they were actively trying to encourage work-life
balance for their staff, it was a case of ‘do as I say, not as I do’.

Equipping managers to actively assist staff 

The responsibility of chief executives and senior managers is to ensure this happens and
to participate themselves. This may involve management forums to share best practice,
strategise about difficulties and develop a shared understanding of practices such as
time-in-lieu or it may be guidelines or training. 

The performance management framework can provide the opportunity for identifying
development needs and for acknowledging good performance in this area. 

Protecting boundaries

Although boundaries between work and the rest of people’s lives are ultimately personal
and individual, chief executives and senior managers can help people protect their
boundaries by:

■ reminding people to take leave that is owing

■ encouraging people to take time with family after particularly busy periods
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■ not contacting people about work issues out of work hours unless essential

■ ensuring appropriate arrangements are made to minimise the need to contact people
when they are on leave

■ planning work flows so that people can plan and take leave

■ using strategies like informal Friday afternoon debriefs of the ‘week that was’, to
encourage people to leave work behind them when they leave for the weekend.

Acknowledging families

When people are putting much of their time and energy into their work, it impacts on
their families. Acknowledging families through inviting them to some work social
occasions or giving tokens of appreciation can make both the staff member and their
families feel valued.

Monitor

As well as being proactive about work-life balance, chief executives and senior managers
also need to watch and be ready to be reactive. Indicators such as long hours, leave not
taken, drop in the quality of work, broken relationships and personal stress need to be
responded to. 

“ People who get sick are often the people with the most leave owing. ”

It helps to be aware of where work pressures occur. Several of the people interviewed
for this project felt that the greatest work-life squeeze in their agency was for third tier
managers. They often still have a technical role, as well as a team leader role. They may
have less control and choice over what work is to be done and when it needs to be done
by. Being more removed from Ministers, they may not get the chance to directly observe
the nuances of the work requests and have to interpret and second-guess. They may not
have the same ‘buzz’ of being in a position of influence. 

Proactive monitoring will help identify issues at a stage where they are more likely to
be resolved without lasting damage to the person, agency and the work. 
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5Making Work-Life Balance Happen

The focus of this chapter is the implementation of positive work-life balance practices
within government organisations. 

The guidance comprises:

■ a strategic approach to work-life balance 

■ a self-assessment tool for determining an organisation’s current position in terms of
work-life balance

■ a five-stage model and associated steps 

■ the relevant roles and responsibilities for each work-life balance party.

This guidance is for organisations to use and adapt as necessary, to make work-life
balance a living reality. 

Where mention is made of unions working in partnership, this refers particularly to
contributions expected from the PSA under the Partnership for Quality Agreement, or to
similar collaborative approaches undertaken by other unions. 

A strategic approach to work-life balance

Developing a work-life balance policy and practices is a strategic change process. There
are five suggested stages of intervention:

1 Undertake work-life balance assessment and needs analysis. (“Where are we now?”)

2 Develop a strategic approach to work-life balance. (“Where do we want to be?”)

3 Plan and implement a work-life balance plan. (“How do we get there?”)

4 Evaluate the effectiveness of work-life balance initiatives. (Review of “How we got
there”.)

5 Review work-life balance needs and a strategic approach. (Review of “Where are we
now?” and “Where do we want to be?”).

The diagram on the next page depicts the strategic approach to work-life balance:



A self-assessment tool

All government agencies will have addressed work-life balance issues to some extent.
In some organisations, this will be in considerable detail, with a work-life balance policy
and a number of work-life balance initiatives in place. In other organisations, action taken
may be quite minimal.

It is suggested that organisations assess their current position in relation to work-life
balance according to the following categories:

■ not current practice

■ a beginning

■ current ad hoc practices 

■ strategic practice

■ strategic practice is evaluated.

Each of these categories is described in general terms in the left hand column of the
table below. 

Organisational self-assessment and a strategic
approach to work-life balance

Organisations are encouraged to use this table to assess their state of progress on
work-life balance policies and practice. Look under each heading in the left hand column
and find the words that best describe the organisation’s current state of play. Once this
is determined, the right-hand column will give ideas on how to progress work-life
balance in the organisation. 
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What is the organisation’s current
position with regard to 

work-life balance?

(Assessment level)

What should the organisation 
do to progress 

work-life balance? 

(Intervention level)

Not current practice

■ No work-life balance policy or practice
exists

5.1 Undertake work-life balance
assessment and needs analysis

5.1.1 Become familiar with work-life balance
issues 

5.1.2 Understand drivers and motivating
factors for exploring work-life balance in
this organisation

5.1.3 Conduct a needs analysis

5.1.4 Develop a business case for work-life
balance

A beginning

■ Some work-life balance policies exist or are
being developed

■ Some work-life balance practices are
happening

■ Work-life balance policies are not
necessarily linked

■ Lack of strategic overview

5.2 Develop a strategic approach to
work-life balance

5.2.1 Review business case

5.2.2 Ensure senior management/union
commitment to business case

5.2.3 Develop a vision

5.2.4 Identify key areas of focus for work-life
balance in organisation

5.2.5 Develop work-life balance policy

Current ad hoc practices

■ Lack of strategic overview

■ May be a number of work-life balance
initiatives

■ There is organisational commitment to
work-life balance

■ May feel like we•re doing OK

5.3 Plan and implement a work-life
balance programme

5.3.1 Identify people to plan for work-life
balance in organisation

5.3.2 Explore possible work-life balance
initiatives that best suit work-life balance
needs, and assess options

5.3.3 Draft a work-life balance work plan

5.3.4 Develop a communication strategy

5.3.5 Implement work-life balance policy and
plan

Strategic practice

■ Strategic approach taken to work-life
balance

■ Overarching and linked policies in place
which are well publicised and used 

■ Limited monitoring of policies and practices
in place

5.4 Evaluate the effectiveness of
work-life balance initiatives

5.4.1 Monitor the work-life balance
plan/planned activities

5.4.2 Evaluate the impact of work-life balance
initiatives 

5.4.3 Plan ongoing monitoring and evaluation
of work-life balance policies and
practices

Strategic practice is evaluated

■ Strategic approach taken to work-life
balance

■ Sound monitoring and evaluation occurs

■ Monitoring and evaluation shows that the
organisation is meeting its work-life balance
plan objectives and that they are effective. 

5.5 Review needs and strategic
approach

5.5.1 Re-assess needs (to identify developing
needs)

5.5.2 Carry out ongoing review of strategic
approach to work-life balance.
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5.1 Undertake work-life balance assessment and needs
analysis 

5.1.1 Become familiar with work-life balance issues

5.1.2 Understand drivers and motivating factors for exploring work-life balance in this
organisation

5.1.3 Conduct a needs analysis

5.1.4 Develop a business case for work-life balance

5.1.1 Become familiar with work-life balance issues 

What is work-life balance? What are work-life balance issues? During this step, all
parties are becoming familiar with the work-life balance landscape. 

Three components should be in balance to achieve a healthy lifestyle: paid work, unpaid
work, and personal time.26 In Chapter Six of this document, work-life balance issues
have been grouped under those pertaining to the workplace and those relating to
particular life circumstances. Categories within these two groupings are as follows:

■ Work-life balance issues generated by aspects of the workplace:

■ nature of the work 

■ types of workplaces 

■ issues in the workplace.

■ Work-life balance issues generated by different life needs:

■ need for time for families and community 

■ need for personal time

■ needs as a member of a specific group.

Other places beyond this publication to explore what is covered by work-life balance
are:

■ http://www.dol.govt.nz/worklife/whatis.asp

■ http://164.36.164.20/work-lifebalance/what.html

■ http://www.workfamily.com/open/work_life_definition.asp

■ http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/spila/wlb/faq/01individuals.shtml

5.1.2 Understand drivers and motivating factors for exploring work-life
balance in this organisation 

The focus in this step is on clearly identifying the impetus for addressing work-life
balance issues in this organisation at this time.



Every organisation will have specific reasons why work-life balance is important for
them now. These may include issues raised in employment agreement negotiations, union
consultations, the ongoing loss of, or failure to attract, a particular group of employees
(e.g. women or Mäori), or the desire to be perceived as an employer of choice. The more
explicit the motivation and drivers, the greater likelihood of success.

Resources to help identify why work-life balance is important for the organisation are:

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/factsheet.htm

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/debate/latest_research.htm

5.1.3 Conduct a needs analysis

The way the organisation provides work-life balance has to be driven by an understanding
of the particular needs of the staff and the work of the business.

This step identifies a process for gathering a range of information that will assist the
organisation to tailor future work-life balance strategies to the needs of staff and the
organisation. It involves:

■ reviewing what policies already exist, e.g. leave policy, flexible work, employment
agreements. What is already in place? Is it working? Why? Why not?

■ reviewing what is already known about staff needs. Look at relevant information 
that has already been collected, e.g. organisational surveys, HRIS information, 
EEO progress reports, exit interviews, partnership forums, statistics on sick leave/
absenteeism, or issues identified by unions

■ considering anecdotal information – what work-life balance issues do people/staff talk
about?

■ compiling a profile of staff:

■ who are the staff? Consider age profiles, gender mix, ethnicity, percentage of part
time workers. For example, if the organisation has many women of childbearing
age, this may indicate childcare issues; a high proportion of older staff may indicate
elder care issues in regard to their parents

■ explore the extent of change over time – how static or mobile is your workforce?
How flexible will your policies need to be?

■ gathering information from staff about work-life balance:

■ canvas staff issues (e.g. shift work, travel to work, access to after-school care, Mäori

being expected to be experts in Mäori culture/issues in the workplace)

■ gather ideas on possible solutions (e.g. access to flexible hours, work from home,
breastfeeding areas, reduction of hours to prepare for retirement)

■ use union structures or staff groupings (such as Mäori or Pacific networks) to

identify priorities.

Chapter Five: Making Work-Life Balance Happen

41



27 See www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance

28 See www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance

29 A cost-benefit analysis in relation to specific options is discussed further in section 4.3.2. 
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Resources to help conduct a needs analysis are:

■ Section Two of the online Supplement,27 to help identify the best way for you to gather
information from staff

■ EEO Trust. Work and Family: Steps to Success/ Te Mahi me te Whänau: Ngä Upane

ki te Angitu, Auckland, 1996, pp 17-23

■ http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPDisplay/0,1280,a3%253
D5190%2526a0%253D0%2526a1%253D517%2526a2%253D530,00.html

5.1.4 Develop a business case for work-life balance

The focus of this step is linking the original drivers or motivation for exploring work-life
balance with the needs of staff in the organisation, and with any strategic issues that may
have a bearing on a work-life balance programme. 

This step may involve:

■ exploring the external environment. Consider: government commitment to work-life
balance, legislative commitments, e.g. Parental Leave and Employment Protection Act
(1987), desire to be seen as an employer of choice, workforce changes, skill shortages

■ exploring the internal environment. Consider: needs of staff, what sort of employer
the organisation wants to be, what sort of business it is in, key strategies, issues that
may impact on the composition of the organisation’s workforce in future

■ identifying key business and organisational drivers, such as:

■ attracting or retaining staff

■ improving performance or productivity

■ increasing organisational flexibility in responding to customer need, e.g. greater
flexibility of operating hours

■ gaining staff commitment and loyalty

■ the delivery of particular strategic goals requiring key skills that are only available
in a flexible workplace

■ reduced employee stress

■ an enhanced public image.

■ undertaking some form of high-level cost-benefit analysis (see Section Three of the
online Supplement28 for further information), e.g. considering the costs and benefits
of initiatives carried out in New Zealand or overseas that could be adapted for the
agency, or exploring the current costs of not having a strategy29

■ considering where work-life balance ‘fits’ in your organisation, e.g. within a business
initiative such as quality of policy or service, or as an HR initiative, such as part of
the HR strategy, EEO or diversity strategy, wellness or OSH policy

http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPHome
http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPHome


■ considering who has accountability, e.g. locating the programme in a senior
management portfolio, or with the general manager in human resources

■ beginning the writing up of the business case. 

The business case for work-life balance should include two main parts:

1 The purpose of having work-life balance policies and practices, i.e. why work-life
balance is required in the organisation. This needs to be very specific to the business
and staff in the organisation.

2 The costs and benefits envisaged, i.e. how work-life balance policies and practices
will benefit staff and enhance the functioning of the organisation, and the risks and
costs of not addressing work-life balance.

Resources to help build a business case are:

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/benefits.htm

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/
making_a_case.htm

■ http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPDisplay/0,1280,a3%253D5191
%2526a0%253D0%2526a1%253D517%2526a2%253D530,00.html

■ http://www.workandfamily.nsw.gov.au/strategy/guidebook/guide_why.html

Example of a business case purpose statement, from 
the Department of Internal Affairs 30

Our purpose is to serve and connect citizens, communities and government to build a strong safe

nation. To be real, we need to model the value we place on citizenship and community, which means

modeling work-life balance within our own organisation. We believe that people who feel valued, and

are able to balance work, family/whänau responsibilities and outside interests, are likely to be more

productive workers and make better business decisions.

The benefits we envisage from work-life balance are:

■ A happier and more productive workforce, because they are able to fulfill their work responsibilities

and their responsibilities in their family and communities

■ Higher standards of business excellence.
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5.2 Develop a strategic approach to work-life balance

5.2.1 Review business case

5.2.2 Ensure senior management/union commitment to business case

5.2.3 Develop a vision

5.2.4 Identify key areas of focus for work-life balance in the organisation

5.2.5 Develop work-life balance policy

5.2.1 Review business case

If the organisation’s business case for work-life balance was not written recently, it may
be useful to conduct a quality check. Check that the business case:

■ still has meaning and is relevant (consider current business strategy, needs of staff,
changing work-life balance environment – e.g. broader focus than family-friendly,
legislative changes)

■ had union involvement and support when it was drafted

■ is easy to understand and that the language used fits the environment.

Where there are gaps or issues to be addressed in the business case, or there is need for
updating or improving, refer to the process outlined in section 5.1.4.

5.2.2 Ensure senior management/union commitment to business case

The introduction of comprehensive work-life balance policies and practices may require
something of a culture shift in some organisations. Leadership from senior management,
and union/s where relevant, is critical to this process. This step provides a process to
assist senior managers and the union/s to become clear about why work-life balance is
important to the business and the value that it affords. 

While this commitment may have already occurred during the development of the
business case, there may not be buy-in from the whole senior management team and/or
union/s for several reasons. For example, the business case may have been developed a
long time ago, or there may have been changes in the management team.

To gain true buy-in and understanding of the business case for work-life balance, both
senior management and the union/s need to engage consciously with the issue. This
process may be driven by one of the senior management team or by the union/s, and may
be facilitated and supported by the HR manager. The process could involve individual
discussions or group workshops/discussions or a combination of these. During this
process it is important to explore:

■ the drivers and motivating factors for work-life balance, as described in the business
case (consider which of the drivers have a particular resonance for the individuals,
what the business drivers mean to them) 

■ the impact work-life balance issues have had on the business 

■ the individual manager’s experience with work-life balance issues personally and with
their staff 
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■ the individual manager’s personal motivations for work-life balance.

It is important that there is genuine dialogue and sharing, and a willingness to discuss
the issues. To be committed to the business case and be a champion of work-life balance,
senior managers and the union/s need to see the business case as their own.

As a result of discussing and working through the business case, modifications may be
identified, such as changes to the language used to make it more meaningful to people,
or the addition of examples.

Upon completion of this process, senior managers and the union/s will be able to
articulate persuasively to staff the reasons for achieving work-life balance, so they can
explicitly support the work-life balance initiative and link it to the business.

5.2.3 Develop a vision

One of the major questions in the strategic change process described at the beginning 
of this chapter is “Where do we want to be?” The answer to this question is usually
contained in a vision statement. This step describes what is being explored in a work-life
balance vision and identifies the components of a vision statement.

A vision is a description of the future (e.g. for five, ten or fifteen years out) of what the
organisation will look like when work-life balance has been achieved. 

A good vision serves three purposes. It:

■ clarifies general direction for change

■ motivates people to take action in the right direction

■ helps co-ordinate the actions of different people.

There are many different ways in which this vision for the future can be created, ranging
from a workshop with a cross-section of staff, to the generation of ideas by a work-life
balance committee, or the senior management team. The more people who are part of
the process and understand the vision being discussed, the higher the degree of buy-in.

Formulating a vision statement at this stage helps to direct the change effort and creates
a climate of expectation. A work-life balance vision statement will:

■ link work-life balance with core business objectives

■ express what will be done, rather than what will not

■ be phrased inclusively

■ state how work-life balance will benefit individuals and their changing needs at
various life stages

■ emphasise the provision of a supportive environment as well as the use of work-life
balance policies

■ recognise that all employees, not only managers, have responsibility for the policy.31

Vision statements should be dynamic, clear and pithy. They should include:32
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■ a vivid image (mental snapshot, feeling, detailed images, instant awareness, key
phrases, examples, colourful and evocative language)

■ an ideal or standard of excellence

■ a statement of future orientation or desired destination.

5.2.4 Identify key areas of focus for work-life balance in organisation

Once the organisation has a vision, managers, staff and the union/s where relevant, are
ready to explore what the key areas of focus should be and to begin the development of
the plan that will achieve the vision. This step describes how to identify which types of
issues are the priorities for the organisation.

Before looking at what the key areas of focus are, review:

■ the organisational needs identified in the needs analysis (see above, section 5.1.3)

■ the purpose, the drivers and the benefits envisaged, as detailed in the business case
(see section 5.1.4)

■ where the organisation wants to be, as described in the vision statement (see section
5.2.3).

Based on this information, discuss the sort of workplace that seems important to the
organisation, and the workplace issues that seem to be prevalent.

Consider which work-life balance issues seem to be most prevalent:

■ Workplace issues – work-life balance issues generated by aspects of the workplace:

■ nature of the work (e.g. 24/7 environments)

■ types of workplaces (e.g. remote offices)

■ issues in the workplace (e.g. unrealistic workloads).

■ Life issues – work-life balance issues generated by different life needs:

■ need for time for families and community (e.g. childcare)

■ need for personal time (e.g. leisure/recreation)

■ needs as a member of a specific group (e.g. older workers).

The priorities might be determined by:

■ the number of staff affected

■ organisational/business pressure, e.g. high turnover, high stress, areas where there is
a risk of being in breach of legislation (see Section Four of the online Supplement33),
lost opportunities

■ cost-benefit analysis

■ areas where you can gain ‘runs on the board’ (to help the marketing of work-life
balance internally).

Once the priorities have been identified, it will be useful to describe fully the issue for
each of the areas (what it is, the number of staff affected, the difficulties experienced by
staff, and the impact on the business). This will assist in the development of solutions. 
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During the analysis of the priorities, consider the culture of the organisation. Are there
aspects of the culture that hinder work-life balance and that need to be addressed?
Consider: 

■ attitudes of colleagues

■ rigidity in management approaches

■ internal practices

■ HR policies

■ personal barriers.

Refer to Chapter Three of this publication for examples of aspects of culture that hinder
work-life balance, and the sorts of values that support it.

5.2.5 Develop work-life balance policy

Having an overarching work-life balance policy will help managers and staff to: understand
the organisation’s approach to work-life balance; identify the organisational policies and
practices that support work-life balance; and identify the principles the organisation would
expect staff and managers to consider and apply in negotiating individual work-life balance
arrangements. This step identifies what the policy may contain. 

A work-life balance policy may describe:

■ what work-life balance is and why it is important (this information may be found in
the business case)

■ the approach the organisation is taking to work-life balance (grounding the vision)

■ the principles underpinning work-life balance in the organisation (refer to the generic
work-life balance principles in Chapter Two of this document)

■ what the organisation expects of both managers and staff in negotiating work-life
balance arrangements

■ particular work-life balance issues the organisation faces

■ other policies that may be useful in achieving a work-life balance solution.

An organisation may already have policies on specific aspects of work-life balance 
(e.g. flexible work, working from home) located elsewhere, such as in employment
agreements. However, it will be important to consolidate these in one general work-life
balance policy, to include other initiatives to address gaps, and to have them linked by
a vision and business case.

A resource to help develop a work-life balance policy is:

■ Section Five of the online Supplement34 which contains organisational examples of
work-life balance policies. 
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5.3 Plan and implement a work-life balance programme

5.3.1 Identify people to plan for work-life balance in the organisation

5.3.2 Explore possible work-life balance initiatives that best suit needs, and assess
options

5.3.3 Draft a work-life balance work plan

5.3.4 Develop a communication strategy

5.3.5 Implement work-life balance policy and plan

Have you done a comprehensive needs analysis? If not, refer back to section 5.1 for this
crucial step.

5.3.1 Identify people to plan for work-life balance in the organisation

It is important to have the ‘right’ mix of people involved in implementing work-life
balance initiatives. This step discusses what needs to be considered in identifying the
‘right’ people to be involved. 

The first step is to confirm or clarify where work-life balance fits in the management
structure of the organisation in terms of who is accountable for work-life balance
occurring in the organisation – e.g. the chief executive, the HR manager, another senior
manager, or someone else. 

Usually at this point the task of developing the plan will be delegated to someone else
– often, but not always, an HR staff member. Involving the ‘right’ mix of people in
developing work-life balance activities will mean considering representation of:

■ a range of types of needs

■ people from all levels in the organisation

■ those with credibility and authority

■ the union/s

■ the different areas of the organisation.

In identifying the best way of involving people, so that they can contribute most
effectively, consider availability, travel, work-life balance experience, and skill sets. 

The next step is to identify how to gather these contributions. There will be different
ways of involving people including:

■ membership of a work-life balance committee

■ contribution of ideas (refer to Section Two of the online Supplement35 for ways of
gathering information from staff)

■ development of material

■ providing peer review of material developed

■ as champions

■ testing solutions.
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5.3.2 Explore possible work-life balance initiatives that best suit needs,
and assess options

For each of the work-life balance issues identified under the key areas of focus (see
section 5.2.4), solutions need to be identified. This step looks at the process of exploring
options. 

For each problem in the areas of focus:

■ describe the situation fully

■ identify the issues for staff

■ identify the issues for management.

The next step is to consider the wide range of possible solutions to address work-life
balance issues. The different types of work-life balance initiatives fall into five
categories:

■ flexible working arrangements (the organising of work hours)

■ leave (time out of the workplace)

■ care of dependents (assistance with family needs)

■ health and wellness initiatives (preventing and managing the stress from work and life)

■ work-life balance culture/environment (the organising of work and management style).

For a range of options under these headings, refer to Section One of the online
Supplement.36

For each problem in the areas of focus, brainstorm possible solutions:

■ Consider what other like organisations are doing and what is working well for them.
Remember, however, that the transferability of solutions will be influenced by the
similarity or otherwise of organisational cultures and the extent to which the particular
needs of your employees can be addressed.

■ Look at information gathered from staff through the needs analysis phase. What
solutions did staff identify?

■ Run a consultation process with staff and managers canvassing for ideas on solutions
and for testing solutions. Employees and first line managers will often have the most
practical suggestions about how to organise work differently and will know what will
work in the organisation’s environment. Remember that the quality of engagement with
employees is as important as the solution. Ensure active involvement of a range of
people and work in partnership to identify solutions. Section Two of the online
Supplement37 has information on gathering information from staff.

■ Obtain input from corporate planning and financial staff at this stage, on relevant
aspects of cost/benefit analysis, risk management, strategic and business planning,
monitoring, and progress reporting.
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Once possible solutions have been identified, the options need to be compared and
evaluated. Some of the criteria you might use to evaluate options include:

■ the extent to which it addresses the issue (i.e. the identified needs of managers and staff)

■ the fit with overall work-life balance plan and policy 

■ predicting the likely result of action

■ conducting a cost benefit analysis and compare with other solutions. 

The steps in assessing costs and benefits are as follows:38

■ determine the likely scope of the work-life balance option you are considering 

■ identify the types of costs and benefits associated with this option

■ measure or attribute financial values to the costs and benefits where possible. Where
not possible, describe costs and benefits

■ analyse the costs and benefits over the relevant timeframe.

As a final step in this process, undertake a quality check on solutions:

■ check they are consistent with general work-life balance principles (refer to Chapter 
Two)

■ make solutions permissive not prescriptive

■ make sure they are not a new set of rigid rules.

Additional resources that help identify solutions and contain examples of solutions are:

■ http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/spila/wlb/imt/08family_friendly.shtml#2

■ http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/spila/wlb/imt/05sample_policies_forms.shtml

■ http://www.nt.gov.au/ocpe/equity/flexible.shtml

■ http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPDisplay/0,1280,a3%253D
5223%2526a0%253D0%2526a1%253D517%2526a2%253D530,00.html

■ http://www.workandfamily.nsw.gov.au/publications/default.html

■ http://www.workandfamily.nsw.gov.au/flexible/default.html

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/strategy.htm

5.3.3 Draft a work-life balance work plan

The plan provides the framework and the steps to be taken to get to the desired goal.
This step describes how to develop a work-life balance plan. (This does not assume that
the work-life balance plan is a discrete document. It may equally be an integral part of
wider organisational initiatives, e.g. strategic HR, wellness, or EEO.)

For each of the areas of focus and the solutions identified in the previous section, develop
a work plan that includes:
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■ the general goal for each area of focus

■ objectives and actions within the objectives (ensuring they are SMART39)

■ responsibilities (clearly identifying the people responsible for implementing work-life
balance, such as the sponsor, project manager, and line managers with responsibility
within their work areas)

■ timeframes (including milestones)

■ measures (identifying how achievement will be measured and the sort of information
needed to track progress).

For example, if one of the areas of focus identified was care for children during 
school holidays, the goal may be something like “To support employees with childcare
responsibilities over school holidays”. The range of possible objectives might cover
implementing a school holiday programme in-house, providing information about a range
of school holiday programmes near the workplace that could be accessed by staff, or
providing some form of subsidy for such programmes. 

In selecting your actions, think carefully about the first steps that could be taken. Choose
‘actionable first steps’ where:

■ you will get an early win

■ there are opinion leaders

■ benefits are most likely 

■ the step is most obviously necessary/relevant

■ there is supportive management.

For example, an actionable first step in relation to care for school holiday children 
might be to collate and communicate information to staff on existing school holiday
programmes around the area. 

The work-life balance plan would also usefully include:

■ resources (including budget)

■ risks and risk management

■ information in relation to monitoring.

Thinking about future monitoring of work-life balance can easily be overlooked at the
planning stage. When developing the work-life balance plan, the organisation should ask
the following questions: 

■ Will all activities in the plan be monitored, or only some? What is the basis for this
decision? 

■ Will the measures provide the necessary information to make a judgment at the point
of monitoring?

■ Is the information required for monitoring easily available or do processes need to be
put in place now to ensure that it is available when required?
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The information in this section represents a generic approach to planning. Planning for
work-life balance should suit and fit with each organisation’s planning processes and
organisational style. Some of the style considerations are:40

■ high or low profile

■ formal or informal 

■ centralised or decentralised

■ rules, guidelines or frameworks for decision-making?

Resources to help draft a work-life balance plan are:

■ Section Six of the online Supplement,41 which contains a generic guide to developing
a work-life balance plan.42

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/plan.htm#doing

■ http://www.employersforwork-lifebalance.org.uk/business/tips.htm

■ http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/spila/wlb/imt/06useful_steps.shtml

5.3.4 Develop a communication strategy

A communication strategy is an essential tool when undertaking any change management
process. It is human nature to be resistant to change. Work-life balance is no different.
There can be resistance based on people’s attitudes that work-life balance does not apply
to them, or that some staff get to enjoy work-life balance at the expense of their colleagues.
This step discusses what needs to be addressed in developing a communication strategy.

A communication strategy for work-life balance aims to demonstrate that all staff have
work-life balance needs, and to identify the benefits of work-life balance for all staff.

It is important to approach communications in a planned way and fit the communications
within the overall work-life balance plan. 

A comprehensive communication strategy identifies:

■ communication objectives

■ the different audiences

■ the different messages

■ the different types of communication tools (it is important to use a range of media)

■ timeframes

■ ways of knowing that the messages are being heard and what people’s reactions are

■ how the success of the communications strategy will be measured.
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40 Top Drawer Consultants. Work and Family Balance: the Role of Employers. [n.d.]

41 See www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance

42 Trade Union Congress. Changing Times – a TUC Guide to Work-Life Balance. London, TUC, 2001, pp 4-5
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An organisation will pick up all or some of the above. The extent to which it will do this
may depend on the current climate, the perceived need, the degree of change required,
or other factors.

When developing communications, there is a need for real consultation to understand
the audience and specific target groups. Issues to explore in order to understand the
audience include:

■ looking for commonalities and for key triggers for target groups

■ understanding the differences in audiences, what their different information needs are
and the best ways of communicating with them

■ talking to the audience in a way they want to be talked to – using real words for real
impact

■ avoiding buy-out by being inclusive and by testing messages.

For example, there may be a need for different messages for staff and managers. Certainly
it will be important that managers do not feel out of the loop, so it will be important to
talk to managers early on and keep updating them. New staff, as well as existing staff, will
need to receive work-life balance messages.

There are already many vehicles in any organisation for communicating the organisational
approach and commitment to work-life balance. Review the following to ensure work-life
balance is included:

■ publications, including the Statement of Intent (SOI), strategic plan, operational plans

■ website

■ job advertisements and job descriptions 

■ selection processes

■ employment agreement and the associated negotiating process 

■ induction 

■ internal communications

■ manager behaviours and expectations

■ performance specifications

■ management training and refreshers

■ HR policies.

Other handy hints for developing a communication strategy include:

■ being careful not to place an over-emphasis on either people or business

■ ensuring that the project is not regarded as ‘separate’ from business

■ adopting a distinctive style and logo to bring it all together

■ giving the issue personal relevance – make it meaningful and connect emotionally with
the audience

■ having ongoing planned communication and constant reminders of action – remember
that changed behaviour is maintained by ‘pulsing messages’

■ collecting stories and statistics to use
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■ developing visible and vocal role models. Get as many advocates and role models as
possible from all levels and areas. Use people with credibility that staff and managers
respect. 

There is a risk that the presence of a policy can create the illusion of attention to work-life
balance. It is what is in ‘hearts and minds’ that is important. A good communication
strategy can begin to address this with clear and meaningful messages. 

“ What is effective is presenting something that is emotionally compelling. People
change their behaviour when they are motivated to do so, and that happens when
you speak to their feelings. Nineteen logical reasons don’t necessarily do it. ”

Resources to help develop a communication strategy are:

■ Section Seven of the online Supplement43, which contains a communication strategy
template and example.

■ http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/lp/spila/wlb/12questions.shtml

5.3.5 Implement work-life balance policy and plan

Implementation of work-life balance occurs on two levels – in the implementation of
individual work-life balance solutions and in the implementation of the work-life balance
plan. 

Negotiating and agreeing individual work-life balance provisions is generally the
province of individual line managers, and requires the application of the organisation’s
work-life balance policy and the application of work-life balance principles (see Chapter 
Two). 

During the implementation phase of the work-life balance plan, each individual
undertakes the tasks assigned in the plan, and the person with overall responsibility
provides leadership, oversees the implementation process (including the communication
strategy), and monitors progress.

Implementation of the work-life balance plan involves remembering to:

■ involve staff in roll out – take people with you

■ accept that new processes take time

■ be flexible and adapt as necessary

■ be aware that timeframes can slip out.

For some initiatives in the plan, it may be appropriate to start with a pilot or with test sites.
Implementing solutions first in a single test site, or trialling one element of work-life
balance across the organisation, allows the gathering of information to assess whether the
planned initiative will achieve the goal and meet the needs of staff and managers. Piloting
also allows learning to occur, so that the initiative can be adapted to ensure that when a
solution is rolled out across an organisation any issues have been resolved. Reporting on
the impact of a pilot initiative can also help secure buy-in from managers.

Kotter, J.P. “The Power

of Feelings”, Leader to

Leader 27 (Winter

2003) 

43 See www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance
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When looking at piloting a solution, some considerations are:

■ the project objectives

■ what the organisation wants from the pilot

■ communication – manage expectations by ensuring it addresses why the pilot is being
done and when it will reach others

■ time for feedback

■ a process for intensively evaluating the pilot

■ preparedness to cancel, make dramatic changes, repilot, or tailor strategies for different
parts of the organisation.

5.4 Evaluate the effectiveness of work-life 
balance initiatives 

5.4.1 Monitor the work-life balance plan/planned activities

5.4.2 Evaluate the impact of work-life balance initiatives 

5.4.3 Plan ongoing monitoring and evaluation of work-life balance policies 
and practices

5.4.1 Monitor the work-life balance plan/planned activities

The key focus of this step is to assess the extent to which organisational work-life balance
policies are being implemented, as well as activities outlined in the work-life balance
plan. (As noted in 5.3.3, this plan may be a part of wider organisational initiatives, such
as strategic HR, wellness, or EEO.)

Monitoring is principally used internally by an organisation to assess whether planned
activities are occurring. It may also inform external reporting, such as to the State
Services Commission on EEO progress, or be drawn on for external recognition, e.g. a
proposal to the EEO Trust’s Work & Life Awards. 

There are a number of timeframes in which monitoring occurs. Annual monitoring will
normally occur at the end of the financial year, resulting in a report of progress made
against planned objectives. For some parts of the work-life balance plan, there may be
regular and/or more frequent reporting to senior management, e.g. on the variety and
extent of use of flexible work options by staff. It is also possible that monitoring of
specific aspects of the plan will occur at nominated other times. 

Ideally, as part of the development of the work-life balance plan, the aspects of the policy
and plan to be monitored have been identified, processes have been put in place to gather
the necessary information on an ongoing basis, and the measures against which progress
or achievement will be assessed will be spelled out. (For further information, refer to
5.3.3.)

Key questions include:

■ Is the plan being regularly monitored?

■ Is all the necessary information available?

■ Has all the necessary information been gathered?
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■ What is being achieved in terms of the work-life balance plan?

■ What parts of the plan are not being achieved?

5.4.2 Evaluate the impact of work-life balance initiatives 

The key focus of this step is to assess the impact or effectiveness of the organisation’s
work-life balance policies and practices. Have they been successful in making a positive
difference to staff and for the organisation?

The way in which success is defined will vary from organisation to organisation. In some
places, staff may report they have more balance in their lives; in others, that they feel
they have more control over how they use their time. The way in which the organisation
measures success will be derived from its business case (see section 5.1.4), which
outlines the purpose of its work-life balance plan and the benefits envisaged.

In planning any evaluation, it is useful to consider: 

■ What questions does the organisation want answers to?

■ What information does the organisation need? 

■ How will the organisation gather this information? Some will be available from
monitoring the work-life balance plan; some may be available from other organisational
sources, e.g. climate surveys, HRMIS systems. Other information may need to be
gathered specifically for this purpose.

■ How is the organisation evaluating the information? What are the benchmarks? These
may be internal or external:

■ Internal benchmarks include previous work-life balance surveys of staff, the Career
Progression and Development Surveys 2000 and 2005, or climate surveys.

■ External benchmarks include national and international standards in work-life
balance best practice, e.g. EEO Trust Work & Life Awards.

■ What did the organisation set out to achieve in regards to work-life balance, as
described in the business case?

The overarching questions that the organisation will want to address are:

■ What?Ž, •So what?Ž, and •Now what?Ž

■ What has been achieved? (Findings)

■ So what is the significance of this? What does it mean? How does it rank in terms of
previous practice and against external measures? (Analysis)

■ Now what? What does this suggest for the future of work-life balance in this
organisation? (Recommendations) 

A resource to help in evaluating the impact of work-life balance initiatives is:

■ http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPDisplay/0,1280,a3%253D
5199%2526a0%253D0%2526a1%253D517%2526a2%253D530,00.html 

http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPHome
http://www.workplace.gov.au/Workplace/WPDisplay/0,1280,a3%253D
5223%2526a0%253D0%2526a1%253D517%2526a2%253D530,00.html


5.4.3 Plan ongoing monitoring and evaluation of work-life balance
policies, practices and benefits

This step is based on the recognition that effective plans and policies are characterised
by ongoing monitoring and evaluation practices. The results of ongoing monitoring and
evaluation are used to feed back into regular organisational review processes, thereby
supporting the concept of continuous improvement. 

There are two main drivers for ongoing monitoring and evaluation of work-life balance
initiatives:

■ quality assurance – where plans are being implemented and are effective

■ risk management – where plans are not being implemented and/or are not effective.

Where plans are working well, regular monitoring and evaluation provides senior
management with assurance that the work-life balance needs of staff are being met.
Communicating this information to staff increases both senior management and staff
commitment to work-life balance initiatives. Where regular monitoring and reporting
identifies with problems or concerns with the work-life balance plan, this information
can be used to inform necessary changes.

Monitoring the work-life balance plan:

■ at the beginning of the plan period, identify the timeframe for monitoring (annually
or other)

■ identify those parts of the plan that need to be monitored regularly throughout the
monitoring period, and those which can be monitored at the end

■ ensure there are processes in place to collect the monitoring information, and they are
easy to use.

Considering the ongoing evaluation of your work-life balance plan: 

■ plan in advance when, and how often, evaluation of work-life balance in the
organisation will occur, e.g. annually, two-yearly, five yearly

■ identify in advance the issues the organisation is interested in exploring over time.

Identify in advance the type of information that may be required and, if necessary, put
in place processes to gather that information. For instance, if wanting to analyse the
uptake of work-life balance by staff over time, it will be necessary to ensure that the
HRIS can gather, easily analyse and report on this information at the end of the time
period.
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5.5 Review needs and strategic approach

5.5.1 Re-assess needs (to identify developing needs)

5.5.2 Ongoing review of strategic approach to work-life balance

5.5.1 Assess needs

The work-life balance landscape is in a constant state of change, as organisations and
the needs of the individuals within them both change. This step signals a re-evaluation
point, when the organisation reviews and re-evaluates the content of its work-life balance
plan in accordance with current needs of staff, as well as any emerging needs. 

If organisations are not already keeping abreast of current developments and trends in
relation to work-life balance, they are encouraged at this time to undertake an external
scan of emerging work-life balance issues. This will include changes in government
policy in relation to work-life balance and expectations in response to this or new
legislation, or emerging issues or new approaches or responses to better supporting staff
to achieve work-life balance.

At this stage, it will also be important to re-assess the current and emerging work-life
balance needs of staff. This should be done reasonably frequently (at least every two
years). Work-life balance needs will change through turnover of staff and as staff move
into different life stages. A re-assessment may also be triggered because of information
found as part of internal monitoring or evaluation.

Details about assessing staff needs are included earlier in this chapter at section 5.1.3,
but it is likely that a less comprehensive process for gathering this information may
suffice the second time this is done (e.g. a follow-up survey rather than the need for focus
groups, etc).

The sorts of questions being explored at this step are:

■ Is the current work-life balance plan still relevant, i.e. does it still meet the needs of staff?

■ What other emerging needs are there?

■ What are some options for how these might be met?

Following this analysis, appropriate changes can be made to the work-life balance plan
and communicated effectively to staff.

5.5.2 Ongoing review of strategic approach to work-life balance

This step signals a time for revisiting the way in which the organisation understands and
approaches work-life balance, to take into account any change in external factors, e.g.
new legislation, as well as internal factors such as restructuring, which may be
demanding a rethink of how the organisation approaches work-life balance.

A review of the business case should be undertaken at the same time as staff needs are
reviewed. The suggestions outlined in section 5.1.4 are also pertinent for this review of
the business case. 

The sorts of questions being explored at this step are:

■ Is the current business case still relevant, i.e. does it fit with the organisation’s business
strategy?



2.5 Develop work-life balance policy „ Sec Prim Some Prim

3.1 Identify people to plan for work-life balance 

in organisation
„ Sec P rim Sec Prim
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■ Are external factors placing greater/lesser priority on work-life balance?

■ Are internal factors influencing the organisation’s approach to work-life balance?

Prim Primary role … this role is responsible for the completion of the step.

Sec Secondary role … this role has a specific responsibility in relation to the completion of

the step.

Some Some involvement … this role may provide input or a contribution for example provide

comment as part of a consultation process.

No role „ No specific involvement. 

1.1 Become familiar with work-life balance 

issues
Some Sec Prim Sec Sec

1.2 Understands drivers and motivating factors 

for exploring work-life balance in this 

organisation

„ Sec Sec Sec Prim

1.3 Conduct a needs analysis Some Some Prim Sec Sec

1.4 Develop a business case for work-life 

balance
„ P rim Sec Some Prim

2.1 Review business case „ Sec Prim „ Prim

2.2 Ensure senior management/union 

commitment to business case
„ P rim Sec „ Prim

2.3 Develop a vision Some Sec Sec Some Prim

3.2 Explore possible work-life balance initiatives

that best suit work-life balance needs and

assess options

„ S ec Prim Some Sec

3.3 Draft a work-life balance work plan „ Sec Prim „ Sec

3.4 Develop a communication strategy Some Sec Prim Sec Sec

3.5 Implement work-life balance policy and plan „ „ Prim Prim Sec

4.1 Monitor the work-life balance plan/planned

activities
„ Sec P rim Sec Sec

4.2 Evaluate the impact of work-life balance

initiatives (effectiveness)
Some Sec Prim Some Prim

4.3 Plan ongoing monitoring and evaluation of

work-life balance policies and practices
„ S ec Prim Some Sec

5.1 Re-assess needs (to identify developing

needs)
Some Sec Prim Some Sec

5.2 Carry out ongoing review on strategic

approach to work-life balance.
Some Prim Prim Some Prim

Level Employee Union
HR

Manager
Line

Manager
Senior

Manager

2.4 Identify key areas of focus for work-life

balance in organisation
Sec Sec Prim Sec Sec



44 See www.ssc.govt.nz/worklifebalance

Roles and responsibilities of the parties 
at each step

For a detailed description of the responsibilities of each party at each of the levels of
intervention described in this chapter, see Section Eight of the online Supplement.44

The table above summarises the type of responsibility each party could have at each of
the levels of intervention. This is indicative only. In the table, the assumption has been
made that the HR person is the lead in the implementation of work-life balance. This
could also be the chair of a WLB committee or a nominated line manager. Where senior
managers have the primary role, this generally indicates that the activity requires strategy
development or organisational leadership. Unions also tend to have a primary role in the
strategy development phase. Line managers have a primary role when leadership in
work-life balance is required specifically in their own work area. 
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6Bringing Work-Life Balance to Life 

In this chapter, the focus is on a range of different work-life balance issues that arise in
the workplace and in the lives of employees, and on what might be done about them.
The issues will be familiar, and the ideas suggested for addressing them are practical. In
many instances, brief case study examples are provided to illustrate how a particular
government organisation or manager has addressed the issue. The names used in the case
studies are fictitious. 

The issues are grouped by type:

■ Workplace issues – work-life balance issues generated by aspects of the workplace

■ Life issues – work-life balance issues generated by different life needs.

Each of the issues is considered under the following headings:

■ Description of the issue

■ Issues for staff

■ Issues for management

■ What the organisation can do

■ Good practice examples, including:

■ Personal case studies

■ Organisational initiatives

■ Organisational policies.

Workplace issues 

The work-life balance issues discussed in this section are as follows:

Nature of the work 

■ Call centres and 24/7 shift work environments

■ Volatile work demands

■ Travel/absence from home

■ Work of high emotional intensity.

Types of workplaces

■ Small offices

■ Remote offices.



Issues in the workplace

■ Ongoing stress – unrealistic expectations and workloads.

6.1 Nature of the work

6.1.1 Call centres and 24/7 shift work environments

Description of the issue

The common factor for staff in call centres and on shift work is that the nature of the
work requires coverage and service to the public outside of ‘normal’ work hours and
often around the clock. This is the case in a number of government organisations, for
example:

■ uniformed services, such as Police, Corrections, Customs, MAF border officials,
Fisheries surveillance 

■ call centres, such as in the Ministry of Social Development and Inland Revenue

■ on-call staff, such as in Child, Youth and Family. 

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ being required to be on duty for fixed periods (compared with policy staff, where
completion of the task or meeting the deadline, is paramount)

■ being unable to take time out for personal reasons without significant prior arrange-
ment and finding a substitute, or renegotiating shifts

■ having sudden emergencies affecting their ability to meet personal commitments
where others depend on them, such as collecting a child from day care or coaching a
sports team.

Issues for management

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ recognising that the regimented environment creates special demands on managers to
be responsive to staff needs, e.g. rigorous forward- or contingency-planning.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ have a work-life balance policy in place, which covers flexibility options for a call
centre or 24/7 environment

■ work in partnership with an individual or team to come up with creative solutions

■ ask staff to propose workplace or group solutions 

■ provide a budget for back-fill arrangements

■ ensure National Office staff are aware of local situations and proposed solutions.
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Good practice examples

Police – flexible employment in 24/7 frontline response, 
operational environment 

After taking a period of parental leave, Sue, a sworn Police officer, made enquiries about returning to

work on a flexible employment option.

Prior to taking the parental leave, Sue worked at an Auckland-based office. However, she approached

management about working at a smaller station outside of Auckland, stating that she was •prepared

to do anythingŽ on flexible hours. An agreement was drawn up, with Sue initially working 16 hours a

fortnight and later extending that to 20 hours a fortnight in the 24/7 frontline response operational Police

environment.

Sue’s Area Commander comments:

“ It certainly makes sense to me that we utilise the training and skills Sue has acquired, and in her

words she ‘loves it’. Recently Sue has praised the way her immediate supervisor worked with her

to roster her working hours and the flexibility he displayed in programming her hours to fit around

her husband’s roster, while meeting operational needs.

In my observation, that flexibility has been reciprocal, with Sue changing her hours or rostered 

days to meet an operational gap, sometimes at short notice. In my view, this is a success story in

Police. We have retained a confident and competent staff member in an essential role, while not

compromising her commitment to looking after her young child. ”

Otago District Health Board – resolving work-life balance in a 24/7
environment by changing rostered days on and off 

During bargaining, the difficulty of achieving work-life balance in the mental health units was raised

as an issue. A working party that included PSA delegates was convened, and a problem solving

approach was taken. The working party found that the best fit was to reinstate a 4 + 2 roster on a 

six-week cycle. 

It was agreed that this roster would only be implemented if 75% of staff on a particular ward agreed.

Where the roster has been re-instated, staff satisfaction indicators have been used to evaluate the

impact. Staff have reported increased satisfaction in achieving work-life balance.

6.1.2 Volatile work demands

Description of the issue

‘Volatile’ work demands by definition mean that they are changeable, unplanned, and
likely to erupt. They occur usually in response to a disaster or in managing a crisis.

Volatile work in government occurs most obviously in agencies responsible for people’s
safety, national security and civil defence, in the form of an emergency response to a
critical incident (whether real or as an exercise). Volatile work also occurs, however, in
the policy advice environment, in the case of a high profile event or exceptional
Ministerial demand. 
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Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ the requirement to drop everything at short notice, including family responsibilities
and other external commitments

■ limited time to advise or get back-up 

■ personal emotional pressures, if loved ones are under threat or adversely affected 

■ the physical toll taken by long hours, lack of sleep, or an erratic food supply.

Issues for management 

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ the need to recognise external and physical demands on staff

■ the need to train managers in responding to staff needs under emergency conditions,
not focusing solely on the work context.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ ensure wellbeing during (food, rest areas, access to phones) and after the event (time
off in lieu, counselling)

■ provide cover for business as usual, to avoid a pile-up of work and resultant stress

■ establish contingency plans, with roles to support affected staff

■ supply food, hot drinks, etc for out-of-hours use

■ maintain up-to-date contact lists and have a staff member responsible for following
these up in emergencies

■ set up strategies for emergency childcare, elder care, pet care, etc as needed.

Good practice example

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet – crisis situations 

From time to time, DPMC staff are involved in providing high-level advice or support for an unplanned

event. Such events may involve staff working unusual hours in a crisis-type situation, where they must

analyse incoming information and make key decisions in short timeframes, while working under intense

pressure. In such instances, it is DPMC practice to assess resource needs and provide additional or

back-up resources for staff early on in the event. Where possible, the department uses a shift system

rather than asking staff to work for extended periods. Often the shifts will be agreed between those

involved in the crisis.

DPMC managers also ensure that staff not only get an opportunity to take a break, but that they actually

do rest and/or go home. It can be difficult to convince some people to go home when the heat is on! 

Arrangements are made to ensure that those staff working in a crisis situation can access food while

working nights or weekends. In some instances, a room has been set up for people to rest.

Managers can offer time in lieu, if appropriate, and there is usually an opportunity to debrief after the

event, to discuss how it was managed and how/whether to do things differently next time.
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6.1.3 Travel /absence from home base

Description of the issue

Extensive travel and prolonged absences from home are part and parcel of roles in a
number of government agencies, including:

■ overseas postings e.g. Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Ministry of Agriculture
and Fisheries, Customs Service, New Zealand Defence Force 

■ prolonged overseas travel, e.g. with Ministers, to multilateral conferences, etc

■ specific job types involving absence from home base – regional managers, trainers,
auditors.

This lifestyle can be exciting and often suits individuals. However, after the initial
excitement and glamour wears off, the impact of these demands on work-life balance
can affect the retention of staff. 

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ effects on relationships with family and friends, and on spouses’ careers

■ personal health pressures, isolation, loneliness

■ distance from family in cases of emergency or bereavement.

Issues for management

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ special demands on managers to be responsive to staff needs

■ need to provide extra resourcing (money and backup)

■ need to be able to respond quickly and appropriately. 

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ provide examples of leadership in these situations (both things that worked well and
those that worked less well)

■ ensure that job descriptions are clear and clarify travel expectations

■ ensure that policies, induction and management training address these issues

■ try a variety of solutions and monitor the outcomes. 
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Good practice example

Education Review Office – Working away from home 

As a consequence of issues raised in bargaining, a work-life balance forum (comprising senior

management, HR and PSA) was created to identify and problem-solve work-life balance questions.

Work-life balance issues had previously been raised in staff surveys, as well as by PSA delegates. In

particular, working hours were raised as a problem. 

An analysis of working time revealed that long hours correlated with the amount of travel undertaken

by review officers. Initiatives developed to address this issue include:

■ ERO working with clients (particularly in remote areas) to reduce evening meetings. Reports show

that this is having a positive impact

■ review officers being given special leave to compensate for nights away on review (one day after

first fifteen nights, then one day per every ten nights). A cap has also been placed on the nights a

reviewer should be away in a year. If this is exceeded, there is a penalty for the office in that extra

special leave is given

■ staff being involved in work scheduling, with a view to accommodating specific personal needs.

6.1.4 Work of high emotional intensity

Description of the issue

Some of the work undertaken by staff in government agencies can be emotionally
demanding. This means that those workplaces have the inherent potential to be
high-stress environments. See also Ongoing stress in the workplace (6.3.1). Agencies
which, almost by definition, have high-stress environments, include:

■ those whose work has immediate impact on people’s lives (Child, Youth and Family,
Corrections, Police)

■ those dealing with the public in intense or highly emotional situations (call centre 
or service centre staff in ACC, Courts, Inland Revenue or the Ministry of Social
Development; Fisheries surveillance staff or DOC rangers involved in compliance
work)

■ those working at the interface between cultures.

Inability to manage stress can result in impaired judgment and capability in the
workplace, and can place serious strains and stresses on personal relationships and
personal coping mechanisms.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ not being able to escape, or having limited control over, highly-charged work
situations

■ unrelenting pressure and no recovery period

■ experiencing emotional and physical fallout they do not know how to handle
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■ finding that their coping mechanisms do not work any longer

■ lack of understanding about the emotional and psychological challenges of working
with different cultures.

Issues for management 

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ the need to understand the nature of the environment and how it can impact on staff

■ the need to plan to manage emotionally intense situations

■ not recognising signs and signals when staff are burnt out or needing time out

■ poor work organisation

■ not having the necessary skills to perceive or deal with circumstances.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ establish good practice observation, and build in breaks and recovery time

■ provide professional supervision

■ provide training and assessment tools for staff and managers to help recognise stress
states, physical and emotional unwellness

■ make counselling available as necessary

■ offer a buddy system to allow talking over of issues with peers where necessary 

■ provide appropriate workplace support and cultural awareness training for employees
working in an intercultural environment

■ provide extended sick leave provisions

■ provide gym, fitness or wellness subsidies.

Good practice example

Department of Corrections – Professional debriefing and 
clinical supervision 

The PSA Women (working) in Prisons National Committee approached the Public Prison Service

(PPS), proposing that they work together to explore work-life balance issues in the workplace. One of

the issues raised was the emotional intensity of the work and the need for support in dealing with it.

The Committee recommended that professional debriefing should be private and ongoing, and that

outside psychologists should be brought in for major incidents.
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6.2 Types of workplaces

6.2.1 Small offices

Description of the issue

There are many instances within the State Services where there are offices with small
numbers of staff. Small offices occur in both centrally-based agencies and in regional
local offices around the country. See also Remote offices (6.2.2).

The limited numbers of staff can mean there is a lack of capacity to support people in
balancing work with their personal responsibilities. It can also mean that options for
work-life balance are restricted because of lack of back up or back-fill. 

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ staff feeling an obligation to be present at work, e.g. they go to work when sick, miss
lunch breaks, neglect health checks

■ work flexibility and training times being difficult to arrange, due to the lack of cross
coverage

■ staff accumulating annual leave and time off in lieu entitlements, as they find it
difficult to get away.

Issues for management

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ an increase in staff stress and personal stress

■ options for solutions to work-life balance issues seeming limited.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ manage workloads and leave or training absences actively, rather than reactively

■ provide options such as budget and resourcing for peak times or absences, rather than
allowing problems to compound. 

Good practice examples

Police – Highway Patrol flexible employment policy option 

John, a police officer with children, works in the Highway Patrol Group in a rural town. He approached

his superior officer with a proposal to work flexible hours under the Police Flexible Employment Options

policy, so that he could balance his work and childcare responsibilities. 

In this negotiated arrangement, John continues to work full-time hours, but mostly over the night shifts,

with flexibility to cover the key risk areas over the weekends. He works from 6pm till 11pm on Wednesday

and Thursday evenings, and then works 10 (evening) hours on Friday, Saturday and Sunday.
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His senior officer was initially concerned about the impact of working continuous night shifts on John,

so a trial period of three months was instigated. During this time, his senior officer kept in touch to

ensure that this was working effectively for both John and the organisation. This particular example

has been evaluated and has been working well for a year. John•s sergeant keeps in regular contact

with him and there is flexibility in his rostered days on duty to allow him to swap the weekend work

for Monday and Tuesday work, or to take annual leave on the weekend.

From the perspective of the senior officer on Highway Patrol, this work-life balance arrangement has

been a win-win situation for everyone involved. John is enjoying the lifestyle of working nights and

being able to care for his children while his wife works. For the Police, he is covering peak risk times

in a geographically large and isolated region, which might have received limited coverage if normal

rostering of staff had taken place. 

6.2.2 Remote offices

Description of the issue

This situation arises where the office is located a significant distance away from other
staff and/or government offices. Particular issues arise when these remote offices are
located in small communities, especially if the nature of the work draws criticism or
anger from local residents. In these instances, staff wellbeing and local recruitment and
retention can be affected. 

Issues for staff 

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ having their personal decisions, as well as those of their agency and the Government
as a whole, highly visible to the community

■ a lack of privacy, as a result of there often being no separation between life and work

■ greater scope for threat from clients, as they are often aware of the individual’s private
life, e.g. “I know where you live”

■ potential conflicts of interest being highlighted, because everyone knows everyone.

Issues for management

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ lack of support due to the remoteness from supervision, other managers and HR staff.
This can mean managers find it harder to obtain advice, and it provides scope for risky
practices and a ‘lone ranger’ culture to develop

■ the potential for individual managers to develop poor HR practices in relation to staff
work-life balance, without their head office being aware of this. 

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ provide special management training and support (e.g. coaching or mentoring) to
reduce isolation and variable practices
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■ take an Occupational Safety and Health hazard approach to any potential threats to
staff, and develop a plan to address these hazards 

■ arrange rotations or secondments to fill staff leave/training absences

■ consider actions that show support for community or staff losses, e.g. closing the office
for a tangi

■ offer staff extramural training alternatives to out-of-town travel (provided this doesn’t
reduce networking and cross-fertilisation of ideas)

■ consider whether it is practical for some wider team meetings or events, e.g. training,
to be held locally or to have the venues rotated.

Good practice examples

Department of Conservation – immediate family members as 
passengers in DOC vehicles

One of the issues for staff living in remote locations is that it can be hard for them and their family to

get to the nearest town that has amenities like supermarkets. 

To assist with this, employees may arrange for their family members to ride as passengers in a DOC

vehicle during its use for work purposes. For example, an employee travelling from Fox Glacier to Hokitika

for a meeting may arrange with the manager for her partner to accompany her as a passenger, provided

this does not interfere with the official purposes of the journey and if the most direct route is taken.

Department of Conservation – work-life balance for employees on islands 

The Department of Conservation (DOC) recognises that employees working on islands may face

different challenges from their counterparts on the mainland in striving for work-life balance. With this

in mind, DOC aims to work with employees to meet their diverse needs. For example, the Department

tries to offer employment opportunities for spouses of employees working and living on islands. In one

case, the wife of a Field Centre Supervisor has been given the opportunity to undertake administrative

or fieldwork on the island. To avoid any conflict of interest, she does not report to her husband, but to

another manager. 

DOC has also worked with employees living and working on islands to plan ahead for emergency

evacuation procedures should illness or injury arise. In one instance, DOC worked with an employee

whose wife was pregnant, to develop an evacuation system to transport him and his wife to hospital

for the birth, and also for coverage of his role when that happened.

6.3 Issues in the workplace

6.3.1 Ongoing stress – unrealistic expectations and workloads

Description of the issue

All staff can experience periods of pressure and intensity at different times in their
working lives. Short-term stress can be stimulating. The situation described here is not
about jobs with occasional high pressure points or brief periods of intensity. It refers to
jobs where there is ongoing, constant exposure to stress. This is not only exhausting, but
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can be devastating, resulting in impaired judgment and capability in the workplace,
permanent physical and mental consequences, and serious strains and stresses in personal
relationships and personal coping mechanisms. 

As noted in section 6.1.4 of this chapter, a number of government agencies are involved
in work of high emotional intensity, which has the potential to create high stress
environments. High stress environments, however, can and do occur anywhere where
pressure on staff is excessive and unrelenting. In 2000, public servants expressed
concerns about excessive/heavy workloads, with 75% of staff working more hours than
they were employed for45. Over-commitments by managers about what the business unit
or organisation can deliver, a failure to prioritise and manage workloads, and unrealistic
expectations on staff, can result in a situation where managers feel they are ‘abusing’
their staff, and staff become burnt out. See Chapter Four for more on the roles and
responsibilities of chief executives and senior managers.

Under the Heath and Safety in Employment Act 1992, employers are required to do what
they reasonably can to reduce stressors and to help employees cope with stress in the
workplace.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ not being able to escape workload

■ unrelenting pressure and no recovery period

■ experiencing emotional and physical fallout they do not know how to handle

■ finding that they are unable to use their usual coping mechanisms (e.g. getting to the
gym regularly) and/or their coping mechanisms do not work any longer.

Issues for management 

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ a need to negotiate priorities, the urgency of requests and realistic workloads, with
their Minister or manager

■ poor job design and/or poor work organisation

■ not recognising signs and signals when staff are burnt out or needing time out

■ not having skills to deal with circumstances.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ negotiate priorities, timeframes and realistic workloads with the Minister, chief
executive or manager

■ institute reviews of job sizing and realistic workloads

■ check out the urgency of work requests
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■ encourage staff to take regular breaks

■ train and upskill managers in managing workload allocations, as well as in recognising
the signs of stress and in providing support

■ provide counselling or a buddy system as necessary

■ provide extended sick leave and/or stress leave

■ provide a gym or fitness subsidies.

Good practice examples

From a chief executive 

A chief executive of a small government agency says she is aware of the potential impact of

unrelenting, high workloads on staff wellbeing. After a particularly heavy work week for her (•I felt

shatteredŽ), she talked about how this felt for her in a meeting of all staff and stated explicitly that it

was important that other staff members did not feel similarly because of work pressure. She made a

decision to tai hoa on a couple of projects for a while, and encouraged staff to ask important questions

in relation to new work, such as •Is this a priority?Ž and •Do we have to do this now?Ž 

From a tier 2 senior manager

A tier 2 senior manager in a medium-sized government agency has recently joined the Public Service

after a career in the private sector, where there were significant peer- and self-imposed demands to

make business a success. He says that he learned the hard way (after a couple of episodes of physical

burn-out in his career) that if you substitute quality of effort with quantity of effort, you will kill yourself.

After the second period of burnout, he realised that this wasn•t a sensible way to live!

Over time, this manager has instituted three main types of change to manage the size and stress of

senior management positions:

■ introducing stronger disciplines around the amount of time spent on the job, and in separating work

life from home life 

■ making better use of time he spends on the job

■ making better use of staff.

Some of the specifics include:

■ not taking work home with him (except on very, very rare occasions) so that he can give full attention

to his home life

■ limiting the number of hours he works a week so that •I•d consider I had failed if I worked [as much

as] 50 hours in the weekŽ 

■ having an in-built consciousness that he needs to get work done during working hours, so focuses

on using the time well and going flat out at work

■ recruiting people to whom significant work can be entrusted and who can be relied on to let the

manager know when they need to be involved

■ having a really good EA who •manages the gate• and makes sure the time gets managed well

■ walking to as many as possible of the frequent out-of-office meetings he attends 

■ having regular physical check-ups.
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Education Review Office – monitoring of time usage

Working hours were raised as an issue in ERO through their work-life balance forum (a joint initiative

between management and the PSA). One of the solutions that have been put in place is very careful

monitoring of time usage. Regular surveys of hours worked are undertaken to review the time allocation

of jobs to see if they have it right and if the workload is reasonable. Reviews of where the time is being

spent and working hours are also undertaken, when a change in process is introduced, to look at the

impact on workloads. 

Ministry of Social Development – Manakau regional office wellness policy 

The Manakau Regional Wellness Project Team (consisting of managers and case managers/brokers)

is responsible for researching, planning and implementing health, fitness and wellness activities around

the region.

The team negotiated a fitness package for staff with an organisation that operates large well- equipped

gyms all over South Auckland. A transferable group membership (i.e. a person can use any Leisure

Services gym or amenity in South Auckland) was negotiated at a special rate and joining fees waived,

conditional on 20 members joining (121 joined). 

Inland Revenue Department – wellness group

IRD runs a •WellnessŽ group in one of its National Office buildings, with the purpose of co-ordinating

wellness initiatives that staff suggest. Activities so far have included:

■ free lunchtime seminars on a wide range of topics

■ lunchtime walking and swimming groups

■ relaxation and Tai Chi classes

■ head and shoulder massages.

Planned initiatives include wellness checks (blood pressure, blood sugar levels, etc) and seminars on

elder care, road safety and fire safety at home. 

Life Issues 

The work-life balance issues generated by different life needs are discussed in this section
as follows:

Need for time for families and community (e.g. childcare)

■ Managing ongoing family needs

■ Contributing to community

■ Emergency situations.

Need for personal time (e.g. leisure/recreation)

■ Need for time to support self (recreation/leisure, sport, personal relationships)

■ Needs as a member of a specific group

■ Membership of a cultural or ethnic group

■ Younger and older workers

■ Issues for people with disabilities.
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6.4 Need for time for families and community 
(e.g. childcare)

There are many different types of families. Families include those with or without
children, one and two-parent families, blended or extended families, gay or lesbian
couples, parents with children now living away from home, and group households46.
Families include those with elderly dependants or other dependants with a disability 
or long-term illness, those expecting or adopting children, or those with community
responsibilities. What families ‘look like’ varies widely. What underpins them all is the
same – emotional ties and a sense of responsibility for family members. 

Many people have ongoing, regular family responsibilities and commitments. For others
responsibilities may be occasional, such as caring for elderly parents periodically, caring
for sick pets, or having children during the school holidays. For everyone, there is always
the possibility of unexpected life events or emergency situations, such as the accident of
a family member, which give rise to a fresh set of family responsibilities. 

6.4.1 Managing ongoing family needs

Description of the issue

The majority of people have ongoing family demands that they need to manage while
at work. These family demands can come in many different forms:

■ elder care

■ sickness of family member

■ breastfeeding

■ childcare (e.g. getting parental leave, returning to work from parental leave, ongoing
childcare arrangements, school holidays).

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues for staff include:

■ ongoing care over time of family members, e.g. childcare, emerging elder care and

wider whänau responsibilities

■ obtaining long-term leave and returning to work after long-term leave, e.g. parental
leave, leave to care for sick family member

■ the ability to respond to family needs/obligations and to be there for celebrations and
significant events

■ rigidity in the workplace culture, which can contribute to having limited time for
taking leave

■ heavy workloads and long hours, which can leave little time for enjoyment with family

■ resistance and/or a lack of recognition of the importance of relationships, if they do not
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fit the manager’s view or definition of ‘family members’, e.g. wider family/ whänau,

lesbian or gay partners, pets.

Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues for managers include:

■ the need to recognise that individual situations differ, requiring effort and attention
on a case-by-case basis, as well as sensitivity and understanding in finding a solution

■ the need to be flexible and creative to find a solution that fits the needs of the employee
and the business

■ personal concerns that employee will abuse alternative arrangements

■ the attitudes of colleagues who view the work-life balance arrangements as “not fair”,
“others are getting more than me”, or “that means that I now have to carry an
additional workload”

■ the need to give some control to the employee in terms of managing their work and
time (which requires trust as the amount of the discretion the employee has increases). 

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ have specific policies in place to meet family demands, e.g. school holiday
programmes, breastfeeding areas, inclusive and broad definition of ‘family member’
in sick leave provisions and flexible leave policies

■ encourage managers to use work-life balance policies themselves

■ encourage managers to be flexible and creative in implementing work-life balance
policies

■ manage the attitudes of colleagues who view work-life balance arrangements as unfair

■ ensure work-life arrangements for some staff do not impose undue stress or extra
workloads on others

■ provide mechanisms for staff to raise concerns and offer tailored solutions

■ ensure that work-life balance initiatives are the result of collective problem solving,
as they will then be much more likely to achieve fair equitable and supported
arrangements. Collectively-supported arrangements can be tailored to meet individual
needs. 

■ communicate examples of how employees’ family needs have been met and how the
solution has also been good for the organisation.
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Good practice examples

Department of Conservation – job-share

In looking at retaining a Planning Supervisor returning from parental leave, the Department has found

job-share to be a great solution. 

The Department arranged for two employees to job-share. One of the Planning Supervisors returned

from parental leave on a part-time basis, and a temporary planner (who also has childcare

responsibilities) was employed on a part-time basis to cover the hours up to a full-time equivalent.

This situation has worked well in the first year and the Department is currently confirming the

arrangement for a further twelve months. The two people work well together and work similar hours.

The advantage for the Department is the retention of an experienced planner and having another

planner in the wings should the supervisor resign or have more children.

National Library – supporting employees with sick partner

The National Library recognises that it is important during times when employees are facing challenges

in their personal lives to be empathetic and understanding, and to have the frameworks in place to let

employees support their loved ones. 

An example of this was when Judy•s woman partner was diagnosed with cancer and had to undergo

chemotherapy, which meant numerous hospital visits. Judy required flexibility in her working hours

and understanding from her employer. She changed her hours to accommodate the hospital visits and

negotiated her work situation to allow her to be in a position where she could have a week off if required

to be at hospital with her partner. 

This has worked well for both Judy and the National Library. As Judy comments:

“ My boss has always accommodated my needs. My other colleagues have always been very

supportive too, which I’ve appreciated, because it’s not always convenient for other people. As long

as I get my work done and give as much notice as I can, whatever time I need by way of leave to

be at the hospital has been OK with them. People are very open in their attitudes so I’ve never felt

I had to conceal parts of my life. This made it possible for me to integrate my personal life and my

work. ”
And, from the employer•s point of view:

“ The Library is very aware of the benefits of having a stable and knowledgeable workforce. It is

important to provide policies and support frameworks so people can be there for their loved ones.

Staff feel better about themselves and enjoy working in an environment where they are supported.

This has a positive effect on staff productivity and on the way in which they contribute at work. ”

From a chief executive

A chief executive of a small government agency has two children, one of whom has a disability. She

has recently remarried, but as a single parent for much of her working life has always had to ensure

work-life balance because •there was only meŽ. Part of any work package for her has always been

taking time off in the school holidays, which she continues to do. She has explicitly negotiated sufficient

leave into her current work contract to ensure this will continue. 

She continues to give priority to her family, despite a large job, by careful planning, including:

■ having breakfast with the children and taking them to school, and having coffee with her teenage

daughter every Friday on the way to school

■ limiting early evening networking to no more than twice a week and not working at home in the

evening 
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■ planning weekends and family time into her life, e.g. simply not going to functions in the weekend

if she can•t take her husband

■ planning leave so that there is a good break every four months.

In terms of work-life balance in her organisation, this chief executive is aware that work-life balance

is an issue for all staff. For example, a large number of staff in the agency have school-age children

and therefore have different demands on their time during the school holidays. Senior managers

deliberately co-ordinate their leave around the school holidays and actively support their staff through

a range of flexible work options. 

From a chief executive

The chief executive of a medium-sized government agency has three young children and making time

to spend with them is a priority. For him, time management is at the heart of it. •If you don•t control

the diary and make time to do family things, they don•t happenŽ. 

Part of controlling the diary means booking regular times when he is not in the office until 9 a.m.

because he drops the children at school and kindergarten, and not scheduling meetings that run past

6 p.m., so that he can be home to see the children before they go to bed. Weekends are kept free to

be at home with the family. 

Travel for work impinges most on the family, so he makes it a priority to not be away overnight for

national travel, and to keep the trip as short as possible for overseas travel.

“ I have brought this philosophy with me through previous roles. There are lots of burnt-out public

servants out there – people understand the need to be ‘selfish’. ”

Ministry of Culture and Heritage 

The Ministry of Culture and Heritage has two specific work-life issues policies. Some examples of the

range of initiatives in practice are:

■ A few positions have been established as four-day week positions, i.e. 32 hours. One for a Media

Advisor, recently filled, attracted a large number of excellent applicants, despite there being a tight

recruitment market. The Ministry believes that the main attraction was directly attributable to the

role covering a four-day week. 

■ A male employee works 4 x 10 hour days, so that he can spend one day a week with his daughter.

■ The chief executive makes a point of •walking the talk•, i.e. going home by 6 p.m. at night and picking

the children up from school on some occasions. The CE also reminds other staff about the tendency

to work long hours and encourages them to go home at more reasonable times.

■ A PA who was on parental leave wanted to come back to work on a part-time basis. A job-share

arrangement was organised to facilitate this, while at the same time opening up another opportunity

for a part-time job.

■ Flexible hours are available for staff in the event of pregnancy-related sickness.

■ Staff with families have flexible time to pick up and drop off family members.

■ The Ministry operates an Unlimited Sick Leave policy, including unlimited domestic leave provisions.

This includes circumstances covering a broad definition of family. This policy is closely monitored

and includes guidelines for staff use.

■ The Ministry provides an opportunity for staff to •buy• an extra week•s leave.
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Inland Revenue Department – hours for working parents and guaranteed leave
during school holidays

The IRD recruits working parents, with the daily hours for working parents generally falling between

9.30 a.m. to 2.30 p.m. Monday through Friday. The recruitment and training processes were adapted

to reflect the fact that many of the working parents were returning to the workforce after a break.

Working parents also have the opportunity to have guaranteed leave during school holidays, either as

annual leave or leave without pay. 

The IRD National Office also runs a two-week school holiday programme in July for children of staff.

Student nurses and teachers are hired to supervise and provide activities for children between seven

and fourteen years of age. Typical activities include sports days, computer games and videos, and

trips.

These initiatives have been successful for the IRD, as the recruitment of working parents has brought

about a more stable workforce and added a different demographic group to the call centre. This adds

to the dynamic of the work area and provides a different perspective. 

Some specific policy provisions from government organisations

Ministry of Foreign Affairs – childcare costs

Foreign Affairs staff can be required to travel frequently and for prolonged periods. The Ministry

therefore has special policies on childcare costs that are related to travel and that are ongoing. The

respective policies state:

Wellington-based staff travelling on Ministry business, or attending a course outside business hours,

may claim any additional actual and reasonable expenses incurred for childcare in their absence,

where alternative arrangements cannot be made.

The Ministry will reimburse eligible staff for actual childcare costs as follows:

■ For each child under five years of age (ending when the child turns five years of age), childcare

costs to a maximum of up to $750.00 per quarter and up to $3,000 per year. The childcare

reimbursement will be based on the number of hours the staff member works, and the number of

hours the child is in childcare. 

■ For each child aged 5-13 years (ending when the child turns 14 years old), after school care costs,

or holiday programme costs, to a maximum of up to $250.00 per quarter and up to $1,000 per year.

The childcare reimbursement will be based on the number of hours the staff member works.

Ministry of Women’s Affairs – breastfeeding area 

Following bargaining in June 2003, the PSA and the Ministry set up a working group to review the

work-life balance provisions of the Ministry. One of the priority issues raised was support on return

from parental leave. Staff and management used a problem-solving approach to determine how best

to resolve this issue. 

The solutions included:

■ returning on a part-time basis, working up to full-time

■ providing a private comfortable space for breast-feeding and/or expressing and paid breast-

feeding/expressing breaks (there is a special code on the timesheet).

The provision states:

Breastfeeding/expressing provisions – The Ministry will make available, as required, a room for

mothers, their baby and the baby’s carer for the purpose of breastfeeding and/or expressing.
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Department of Internal Affairs – compressed working hours

Flexible working hours have been negotiated in the collective agreement between the Department

and PSA. The Department•s policy in relation to compressed working hours states:

Compressed hours refers to an arrangement that staff may have to work longer hours on specified

days during a week or fortnight in order to reduce the number of days worked or the number of hours

on a particular day. This arrangement can apply to an individual, a team or a whole work group.

Tips and traps

■ Compressed working hours can assist when someone is needing a regular time during the working

week to attend to family needs, e.g. to do the rostered pick-up from school or elder care centre.

■ If compressed hours can be arranged so that both staff and employer benefit, there can be huge

payoffs in goodwill and reduced absenteeism.

6.4.2 Contributing to community

Description of the issue

For many people, contributing to the community in a voluntary capacity is important.
People need time and energy to be able to engage in such activities outside of work, e.g.
volunteering for the Samaritans or being part of a volunteer fire brigade. Work should
not impact on their energy to contribute as a volunteer outside of work hours. In this
case, volunteering is for personal satisfaction rather than for the benefit of the workplace
(commercial benefit).

The Government’s Policy on Volunteering (2002) (http://www.msd.govt.nz/work-
areas/communities-hapu-iwi/volunteering/policy.html) states that the Government
expects all government agencies to have policies in place that support the private
volunteering activities of staff, while ensuring that public servants continue to fulfil their
professional obligations. 

There are some situations where personal volunteering may be in conflict with the interests
of the organisation. The Public Service Code of Conduct (www.ssc.govt.nz/code-of-
conduct) contains information on conflicts of interest and how to manage them. This
could include staff exercising judgment not to take on voluntary work that significantly
impacts on their ability to do their paid work, because of tiredness or through being
over-stretched by competing commitments.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff are:

■ the expectation in rural areas to help provide emergency support e.g. rural fire services

■ managing their role as a State servant and their membership or contribution to other
organisations as a volunteer

■ having energy left to contribute in a different environment.
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Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues faced by managers are:

■ lack of awareness of staff’s involvement in other organisations, where there may be
a conflict of interest

■ having staff members volunteering where there is a conflict of interest.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ support staff, in principle, in their outside interests

■ have a policy that discusses volunteering and conflicts of interest, and provides 
links to the Government statement on volunteering and the Code of Conduct, and
communicate these policies

■ talk with staff about potential conflicts of interest and how to manage them

■ counsel staff who have conflicts of interest and do not recognise them.

Good practice examples

Department of Internal Affairs – supporting employee to volunteer as 
ambulance officer

The Department supported Mary, who was a volunteer ambulance officer working a shift every Sunday

night. The manager and Mary came to a flexible arrangement where she came in later on a Monday

morning. The Department also provided study leave for her to complete paramedic qualifications. 

A positive spin off for the Department was that she held the position as Health and Safety

representative for her office during this period.

6.4.3 Personal emergency situations

Description of the issue

Every person throughout their life will face emergencies or life crises, such as emergency
operation, accidents, fire etc. These emergencies may be personal, or may relate to a
person or pet close to the individual.

These events are unplanned and have an immediate impact. They throw the individual’s
personal and working lives into chaos, and create the need to re-organise usual
arrangements urgently. It can be a time of immense pressure and stress. When employees
see their colleague being supported, it increases their confidence that the employer would
support them in a time of crisis.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff are:

■ the need to provide unplanned, immediate care for family members
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■ the need for time to deal with special circumstances at short notice

■ possibly a reluctance to ask for space and time to manage their crisis

■ uncertainty about what they have the right to and what they can expect

■ feeling torn by the demands of work, and the stress and needs of personal circumstances.

Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues faced by managers are:

■ the need to respond quickly and make snap judgments

■ the need to fill a staff gap at short notice

■ meeting the cost of paying for relievers to provide cover

■ dealing with the emotional response of staff to the situation.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ ensure that enabling policies relating to leave and flexibility give ‘permission’ for
responsiveness, and that managers understand their discretion within the policy

■ be sensitive and aware of what is happening in the lives of employees

■ be open about what employees can expect in times of personal emergencies

■ have back up resourcing in place so managers can tap into relievers at short notice.
Examples of where organisations can find contingent workers are employees who are
retired or who are in the process of retiring, employees on parental leave, consultants
or short-term secondments.

Good practice examples

Department of Internal Affairs – elder care and childcare responsibilities

The PSA and the Department agreed to a two-year trial of flexible leave provisions, which included

domestic leave. The trial started in 2002. Domestic leave includes sickness at home, significant cultural

events, emergencies at home and arrangements for care of dependants. The trial is currently being

evaluated. 

DIA supports Brenda, who has an elderly mother and teenage children, by providing her with the

capability to work from home when periods of crisis occur. 

Periodically, a situation arises in terms of the care of her mother where Brenda needs to be at home.

To support her to be able to care for her mother, the Department has set her up with a computer. The

nature of Brenda•s work means that she does not have to be physically present in the office all the

time, so she can work from home during those times when she needs to look after her mother. In this

instance, the Department has recognised there is a need and, together with the employee, has planned

and prepared to meet it. By providing this support and being flexible, the organisation has retained a

highly skilled staff member.
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6.5 Need for personal time

6.5.1 Need for time to support self (recreation/leisure, personal
relationships)

Description of the issue

Often the aspect of life that gets the lowest priority is time for self. ‘Time for self’
encompasses the range of things that people do to feel nurtured, grounded and good about
themselves. They are the things that help us as individuals to refuel. Sometimes this means
exercise, sport, hobbies, holidays, or social time with partners, families and friends.
Sometimes it means time alone for reflection, meditation or simply doing nothing. Access
to discretionary time outside of paid work and unpaid responsibilities can be crucial to
people feeling a sense of balance. 

Employees who are fulfilled in their personal lives can generally manage their stress
better in the workplace. Ensuring that staff have time to engage in activities that help
them to ‘refuel’ will reap benefits for the organisation.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ finding it difficult to give themselves permission to take care of themselves

■ not finding/creating the time and space to engage in activities that they enjoy, and that
support them and give them energy 

■ excessive work demands precluding participation in leisure activities.

Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ balancing staff members’ personal needs with operational requirements

■ being flexible over staff use of time for health and fitness, e.g. building in time to go
to the gym in off-peak hours, and balancing this with working earlier or later in the day

■ being unable to recognise signs and signals when staff are needing ‘time out’

■ handling and respecting different personalities, e.g. staff who do not want to take time
in their personal lives, because work is their life

■ dealing with staff who may be hesitant to take time for themselves, because of the
perceived impact on their career and/or what their colleagues might think

■ being aware that what works for one individual will not necessarily work for others.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ have a wellness policy that places importance on employees finding time for personal
lives

■ encourage managers to model personal self care

■ require managers to create an environment and process for negotiating work-life
balance needs which respects different work-life balance choices
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■ encourage and support staff to take care of their personal needs

■ be flexible about what the ‘solution’ may look like

■ train and upskill managers in recognising the signs of stress and in providing support

■ manage workloads.

Good practice examples

From a chief executive

For the chief executive of one medium-sized government agency, supporting self means keeping fit

and looking after diet. 

Committing time to self means booking times out in the diary well in advance, and having an EA who

understands that these are virtually non-negotiable. For a year ahead, he has an hour blocked out 

in his diary every day for •lunch•, when he goes for a run or to the gym. He does actually get to exercise

three to four times every week! “ People in the organisation see me do it. I like to think that it

encourages them too in terms of health and fitness. I think it also establishes some sort of boundary

about this being ‘my time’ and others know not to infringe on it. ”
This chief executive encourages his staff to participate in one of the range of sports teams supported

by the organisation (including touch rugby, tennis, dragon-boating) by participating in some and

sponsoring others.

Diet is also an important consideration. “ Personally I am pretty conscious of what I eat, both in terms

of quantity and the type of food, because of the sedentary nature of the role. When we provide food

at work, I always ensure that there is a range of food, not just sausage rolls… ”
Supporting self also means occasionally making time to spend with his wife during work hours. Every

two to three weeks he sets time aside to have coffee with his wife in town.

From a chief executive

The head of a large government agency says he is adamant that his ability to be an effective chief

executive is because he does not live for his work. For him, the top three things in his life are his family,

his music and his career … in that order. This enables him to bring a perspective and balance to his work. 

He is quite clear that his passion for music represents time for himself. More than that, “ It is the way I

explain the world to myself. ” He relishes the ability to spend time doing something (in his case,

composing) that does not permit any attention to the intellectual requirements of his day job. This

enables him to maintain freshness and the sense of having given that part of his brain a rest, when he

returns to being a chief executive. He finds his head clearer for decision-making and for dealing with

any difficult situations.

He also places considerable store on keeping physically fit, with visits to the gym timetabled by his EA.

This way, he maximises his capacity to do the top three things in his life. In addition, he consciously

manages his time. He describes himself as being ruthless as he can with prioritisation and delegation.

“ I do work hard, and can work long hours, but when I don’t need to, I don’t. When the pressure is really

on, I do it. When it comes off a bit, I take some time. At that time, it is important that I continue to prioritise

and delegate….”
The chief executive operates from the principle of sustainability in his own career. He is very careful

about what he goes to during the week, and if it will not advance what he wants to do in the job, he does

not go. He uses all his leave. And he always gives the evening meal with his family high priority.
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Inland Revenue Department – flexi-credits and working away from home

IRD and the PSA have negotiated flexi-credits in the •hours of work• provision of the collective

agreement. Staff are able to accumulate up to two days per month additional leave, which can then

be used to fit non-work activities into their day or week. Anecdotal comments are that people do

appreciate the ability to have flexi-time and that it helps them to balance their work and personal lives.

Ministry of Social Development – Northland regional office workplace
wellness policy

In the Northern regional office of MSD, a steering group (comprising PSA members, other staff

representatives and regional management) was charged with developing a wellness policy, and 

ways of supporting staff wellness. Two practical initiatives that resulted were:

■ a fruit bowl in the tearoom

■ the Northland Staff Excellence Awards. These were established to encourage people to look after

themselves. Contributions to the wellness of others or for self-care are rewarded. Each month every

team nominates a member to receive a book of •vouchers•. The vouchers include:

■ sleep in (start work at 9.30 a.m.)

■ no appointments for one day

■ morning tea (manager buys you morning tea)

■ two-hour lunch break 

■ an early day (3.30 p.m. finish).

The person receiving the award chooses when they will take the awards during the month. (It is

possible to take all in one day!)

Some specific policies from government organisations

Ministry of Foreign Affairs – health and fitness subsidy 

The Ministry provides a subsidy to Wellington-based staff for membership of health and fitness clubs

in Wellington.

Treasury – fitness programme

As part of its work and life initiatives, the Treasury has a fitness programme. The policy states:

The Treasury will reimburse the costs of gym or sports club membership up to $360 per annum, as

long as the staff member pays the first $50. 

This is one of the Treasury•s most popular work-life initiatives as part of its overall HR strategy,

reflecting the number of young people in their 20s and 30s working for the organisation. People can

also use the subsidy for other forms of fitness such as yoga and swimming classes. The original policy

has been in place since 1988 and has been revised over the years to meet the needs of staff.

State Services Commission – fitness centre

The Commission has a fitness centre in the basement of the office building, and pays 50% of

membership fees for SSC employees.
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6.6 Needs as a member of a specific group

People are diverse in terms of their race, gender, age, ethnicity, sexual orientation and
disability. This section specifically addresses issues related to ethnicity, age and disability. 

■ membership of a specific cultural or ethnic group

■ younger and older staff

■ people with disabilities. 

6.6.1 Membership of a cultural or ethnic group 

Description of the issue

Associated with membership of any cultural group is a range of rights, responsibilities

and obligations. All staff members require the time and freedom to fulfil these cultural

requirements. In particular in New Zealand, it is important that the cultural needs of

Mäori are taken into account. 

Issues around cultural needs can occur when an individual’s culture, such as Mäori,

Pacific Island, or Asian, is not obviously reflected in organisational norms and when

managers do not recognise that employees have different needs based on culture. This

can occur in any agency, but is particularly an issue when the individual is isolated (the

only one from their culture in the environment). 

Work-life balance is a particular challenge for new migrants and refugees. Many leave

behind valuable support structures (family, community) that help a person cope with

volatile work demands, overwork and similar issues. It is important to recognise that

different cultures may mean that different solutions to work-life balance are needed. 

The following work-life balance principles developed with specific reference to Mäori

can be applied as guidelines for respectful treatment of all cultural groups:

■ enable Mäori or cultural or ethnic groups to define what is meaningful, in terms of

work-life balance, in their own cultural context

■ assure Mäori or cultural or ethnic groups of the inclusion of their diverse realities in

the principles of work-life balance within the organisation

■ develop work-life balance policies and programmes that are appropriate to the needs

of Mäori or cultural or ethnic groups.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff are:

■ others making assumptions about values and life demands

■ managers not understanding cultural demands and responsibilities

■ cultural constraints on speaking out and asking for ‘special treatment’

■ solutions offered for work-life balance not reflecting their reality

■ being labelled and treated as if they have same issues as others of some other cultural
group 

Chapter Six: Bringing Work-Life Balance to Life 

87



■ colleagues’ judgments and perceptions influencing an individual’s willingness to ask
for work-life balance options. 

Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues faced by managers are:

■ lack of awareness of different cultural demands and requirements on staff

■ the need to be sensitive and open to cultural demands (can cause pain if insisting on
asking why)

■ the need for trust, respect and discretion – including by the manager’s manager.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ provide management training and support/buddying for new managers

■ include flexibility for different cultures in HR policies and make it possible for line
managers to use discretion – e.g. use of Christmas/organisational holidays as options
to substitute for other religious holidays

■ ensure flexible use of leave provisions.

Good practice examples

State Services Commission – recognising cultural observances

An SSC manager, who is Moslem, joined the Commission only a few weeks before she had planned

to take part in the annual pilgrimage to Mecca. She was very pleased to find that the employer was

flexible about this commitment and agreed to her anticipating annual leave. She was able to plan her

work in such a way that key deliverables due for completion during the period were substantially

progressed before she left. In order to do so, timelines for key departmental processes were brought

forward. In addition, staff members were given opportunities to develop their skills by •acting up• in

areas of the Commission•s business in her absence, so that both staff and the manager concerned

benefited from the solution. 

Being a Moslem one of the key obligations she has to fulfil is to perform the five times daily prayers.

She is pleased that the Commission has supported her to do this, in that she is able to take a short

break for the mid and late afternoon prayers and pray in a quiet room. 

Department of Internal Affairs – whänau support in discussing 
work-life balance issue

In the guiding principles of DIA’s Work & Family/Whänau Guidelines, there is a principle about whänau

support. The principle states:

Whänau support 

People may feel more comfortable in discussing leave and other options with their manager or team

leader in a culturally appropriate manner. They may wish to invite whänau support to participate in the

conversation, to present particular views and to enable the issue to be discussed more fully.
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6.6.2 Younger and older workers 

Description of the issue

Work-life balance issues due to age can occur for a variety of reasons. Isolation from
peers can be an issue for younger staff in the Public Service, depending on the age profile
of the office. For older staff, making the transition to retirement is a particular issue.

For both younger and older groups of staff, getting work that is stimulating and
challenging can be an issue. Younger staff may not be given the work because they are
perceived as lacking credibility, to have a lack of judgment, and/or as not senior enough. 

Older workers may not be given the work because they are seen as ‘past it’, or lacking
technological skills.

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ isolation from peers

■ the need for information and different approaches to assist with transition to
retirement, e.g. part time hours 

■ work-life balance being defined narrowly, i.e. as applicable only to people with young
children.

Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ holding stereotyped views, on the basis of age, about what people can and cannot do

■ having difficulty in relating to older or younger workers

■ struggling with the complexities of managing a workplace that has a wide range of
ages, especially in ensuring that the group works well together.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ provide support networks where staff are isolated due to age

■ provide support for planning for retirement

■ ensure that flexible working practices can be accessed by those planning for retirement

■ ensure that work-life balance policies are not just about family-friendly arrangements.
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Good practice examples

Department of Corrections – job-share for transition to retirement

The Department agreed to trial a job-share for two women in the Prison Service who would otherwise

have had to leave because working full-time was difficult. 

Mary was starting a transition to retirement and had responsibility for elderly parents, while Melissa

was returning from parental leave. The employer was experiencing difficulty recruiting for the position,

so trialing the job-share was a win…win situation for all parties. This is the first time a job share has

been done in prisons. The Prison Service was able to retain the skills of valued staff and the two women

were able to continue to work and to meet their other needs. 

New Zealand Customs Service – phased retirement 

Customs are in a unique position, in that they have a large number of long-serving employees. This

means they have a great pool of knowledgeable staff, many of whom are technical specialists in

complex areas. A strategy of phased retirement has been introduced to allow Customs to put in place

a programme designed to •mine• the intellectual capital of the senior technical specialists, before they

retire. 

The Service identified those specialists who were between 60 and 65 years of age and initiated

discussions with each of them to establish what their retirement plans were. Arising from those

discussions, a number of plans were developed that enable the staff involved to act as mentors and

trainers of others, so that the knowledge they have can be transferred in a systematic way, while they

also review the number of hours they work.

The initiative has helped Customs to manage the exiting of specialist staff and to capture the intellectual

capital they have acquired with the Service. The scheme has also benefited employees. For example,

reduced hours have been agreed for the health benefits of an employee.

Education Review Office – part-time hours as a transition to retirement

ERO have worked with a number of their older staff to achieve suitable part-time working arrangements

as a transition to retirement. The issues they are facing are:

■ matching the needs of the organisation and the individual 

■ scheduling the work

■ fitting in the leave

■ managing training within part-time hours

■ managing retirement savings.
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6.6.3 Issues for people with disabilities

Description of the issue

Employees of different abilities/disabilities can have different work-life balance needs
and will require different solutions. The organisation’s work-life initiatives will need to
reflect the unique needs of staff members with disabilities. 

Issues for staff

Some of the particular issues faced by staff include:

■ the amount of time required to get ready to go to work

■ the need for extra leave for managing disability, e.g. specialist appointments

■ colleagues who either are not supportive or do not know how to treat them.

Issues for managers

Some of the particular issues faced by managers include:

■ lack of understanding about work-life balance needs of a staff member with a disability
(and uncertainty about asking)

■ managing colleagues’ expectations and attitudes.

What the organisation can do

To address these issues, organisations can:

■ have policies in place in relation to people with disabilities, e.g. leave provisions

■ train managers to be understanding, sensitive and receptive.

Good practice example

State Services Commission – supporting an employee with a disability

One of the managers at the Commission is blind. The Commission has recognised both her life and

employment needs, and provides a supportive work environment. Some of the support has included: 

■ enabling another staff member to take her guide dog (and the guide dogs of two other State

servants) for a walk at lunchtime 

■ throwing a retirement party for the guide dog which had been working with her for ten years 

■ enabling her to take domestic leave on the day after she had had to make the decision to put down

her terminally ill guide dog 

■ enabling her to work from home when she had an operation to remove a cataract, by providing a

docking station for her computer, etc. This meant that she could continue to work following the

operation, without the problems associated with getting to and from work while still recovering

■ providing her with a laptop to enable her to work while travelling to/from marketing trips. SSC

ensured that the laptop was lightweight, so it was easier to carry, as she also has a back problem.
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