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Abstract 

A family friendly workplace is one in which management finds out what would 

help employees balance work and family responsibilities, and implements appro

priate family friendly policies and practices. A variety of family friendly prac

tices or initiatives exist, including flexible working hours, flexible leave, work 

from home, parental leave and childcare. 

Family friendly workplace initiatives help both employers and employees. Em

ployer benefits include enhanced staff recruitment and retention, reduced staff 

turnover, reduced absenteeism, increased employee morale and an enhanced 

company image. Employees receive help in balancing work and family respon

sibilities, and enjoy greater control or autonomy in balancing these responsibili

ties. 

The literature identifies a number of workplace changes that have prompted the 

development of family friendly workplaces, including increasing numbers of 

women and mothers participating in the workforce, and changes in the composi

tion of families, in legislation and in the workplace itself. A number of theories 

explain the relationship between work and home, the three most commonly cited 

being segmentation, spillover and compensation. The literature also demarcates 

stages in the development of family friendly workplaces, and emphasises the im

portance of a supportive organisation culture to the successful development of a 

family friendly workplace. Potential barriers to the successful development and 

implementation of family friendly workplaces include the masculine work ethic, 

the notion that organisations should not involve themselves in the private lives of 

their employees, and the issue of 'face time'. Two additional issues the literature 

addresses are determining who should be responsible for the provision of family 

friendly initiatives, and identifying critical success factors. 



There have been a number of overseas studies (e.g., Galinsky, Friedman & 

Hemandez, 1991; Mi1like� Dutton & Beyer, 1990; Rappoport & Bail� 1996) 

which have examined family friendly workplace policies and practices. However 
• 

in the New Zealand context, the area of work and family has not been sufficiently 

researched or understood. To date in New Zealand there have only been five major 

studies on family friendly workplaces (Callister, 1996; Families at Work & Top 

Drawer Consultants, 1995; Ministry of Women's Affairs, 1993; Top Drawer 

Consultants & Families at Work, 1996; Tudhope, 1994), and although each study 

has made a contribution to the knowledge of family friendly workplaces in the New 

Zealand context, many gaps still remain. This current study is the first New 

Zealand study in the area of work and family to explore the perceptions of both 

employers (managers) and employees, as well as to integrate the perceptions of 

CEOs, union officials and other organisation stakeholders. By aligning the 

perceptions of these organisation stakeholders, this study was able to examme 

whether they reported similar or differing perceptions of family friendly 

workplaces. Finally, the importance of these similarities and differences and their 

possible impact on family friendly workplace initiatives is discussed. 

Participants in this research project included employees, human resource manag

ers, CEOs, union officials and selected organisation stakeholders in six New 

Zealand organisations. Employees responded to a questionnaire; others partici

pated in interviews. The major fmdings are as follows: 

• flexibility to enable employees to balance their work and family responsibili

ties was deemed the most important family friendly initiative by both em

ployees and human resource managers; 

• employees reported a lack of consultation prior to the implementation of 

family friendly initiatives and inadequate ongoing consultation. However, 

human resource managers tended to believe consultation occulTed throughout; 

• many employees were unaware of family friendly initiatives offered within 

the organisation; 

ii 



• employees reported that the pnmary sources of information on family 

friendly initiatives available within the organisation were managers and col

leagues; 

• most employees agreed that family friendly initiatives were applied consis

tently within the organisation; 

• a number of male employees indicated they were caregivers of dependants 

and needed access to family friendly initiatives to help them balance their 

work and family commitments; 

• informal childcare, including the use of relatives or friends as carers, was an 

important means of care for many employees; 

• managerial motivation to introduce family friendly initiatives included re

quests from staff, and the need to address high staff turnover; 

• developing an organisation culture that supports employees with family re

sponsibilities was identified as important to the success of a family friendly 

workplace; and 

• some discrepancies emerged between the responses of the different partici

pant groups, including differing views of the consultation process, differing 

perceptions of the dissemination of information on family friendly initiatives 

within the organisation, and the rating of each organisation's family friendli

ness. 

This study is the first New Zealand study to align the perceptions of organisation 

stakeholders and to explore similarities and differences between each of the 

stakeholder groups. Thus, the study adds to the overall understanding of family 

friendly workplaces, while it identifies key issues related to the success of family 

friendly initiatives in New Zealand. 
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