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Some Statistics…and the Cost 
§ 88% of employees say they have a hard time juggling work and life (Aon Consulting, 2000). 

 

§ 42% of employees have responsibility for children under 18 years of age (labor project for working families, 
2000). 

 

§ The average American works 1 month more than the average Japanese worker and 3 months more than the 
average German worker (International Labor Organizations study, 2000). 

 

§ 89% of Americans say work/life balance is a “problem”; 54% say it’s a “significant problem” (Society for Human 
Resource Management, 2010). 

 

§ 44% of men ages 35-44 say they do NOT have adequate balance (Society for Human Resource Management, 
2010). Of those… 
§ 37% say that family time is the first thing that suffers. 
§ 22% say that personal time reading/relaxing is the first thing that suffers. 

 

So, to paraphrase Nigel Marsh… 
What does a “life well lived” look like? 
It seems to be clear that our conceptualization of “balance” is the wrong metaphor… 
 

The Myth of Balance implies that we should seek some form of 
equilibrium, a 50/50 split between our “work” and our “life”. For most 
of us, work/life balance is both impractical and undesirable. 
Rapoport and her colleagues (2002) stated that “not everyone wants to 
give equal weight to work and personal life, but this should not mean 
that choosing one means sacrificing the other” (16-17). 
 

So if “balance” is not the correct metaphor, what is? The research points 
to the idea of Work/Life Integration, which implies a “blend” of the 
many aspects of our lives. The textbook definition posited by Rapoport 
and others describes Work/Life Integration as a systematic approach to 
functioning and finding satisfaction in both work and non-work lives, 
independent of the time spent in either sphere. 
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Work/Life Integration, or WLI, is somewhat messy. Most of us don’t live in 
compartmentalized segments. Our work and non-work selves get mixed 
together in very colorful ways. For example, many of us have good friends 
who we know through our work. “Life” topics often come up in the 
“work” setting. If you have a young child or an aging parent, you know 
“life” does not conform to your “work” schedule. Freeing yourself from 
the “balance” metaphor itself gives you freedom.  
 
 

 
Work/Life Integration: 2 Frames 
Many people view “balance” as a structural problem. The basic premise is that if you can simply rearrange your 
schedule, or if the company can institute policy X, THEN we can have true balance and harmony in our lives. While it is 
true that there are structural aspects at play (and we’ll get to those later on), Work/Life Integration is NOT a structural 
problem. At its heart, WLI is best examined through two “frames” of reference. If you want a “life well lived”, you 
need to take care of the life you lead and the organization you foster. 
 
The Life You Lead 
Although it is sometimes difficult to recognize, much of our 
work/life “balance” is about us…the choices we make, and 
the way we view work and life. When you get right down to 
it, the life you lead is a reflection of who you are.  
 
Values,  Mission,  & “Why” 
The first aspect of understanding “who you are” is to look at 
your values, mission, and why you do what you do. Stephen 
Covey spoke of “starting with the end in mind,” and this is a 
good place to start. When it is all said and done, when they 
are writing your obituary and your epitaph, what do you 
want people to say about the life you lived? When you have a sense of that, your personal mission should connect you 
to values and actions that will get you to that point…that is your “why” (more on this concept later). 
 
What do you uniquely contribute? 
Think about the activities – in work or outside of the job – that brings you the most satisfaction. Generally speaking, 
those activities bring you satisfaction because you either feel a certain level of competence with them or others have 
commented on your competence with them. Wouldn’t it be great if you could utilize those strengths and talents in 
many (or all) aspects of your life?  
 
Time / Talent /  Treasure 
Finally, it is important to recognize that you have choices in how you spend your personal resources. The Center for 
Creative Leadership (CCL) has done research on these personal aspects of Work/Life Integration, and has developed 
what they call the WorkLife Indicator (learn more at http://ccl.org/leadership/assessments/WLIOverview.aspx). Two 
aspects of the Indicator are Behaviors and Identity. 
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Behaviors  
This aspect explores the way an individual addresses interaction of work and family (or life). Essentially, does work 
interrupt family, or does family interrupt work? For the most part, people display one of five basic “behaviors”: 

§ Integrators don’t see either as an interruption, and seem to find a way to have fulfillment in both aspects. 
§ Separators don’t see either as an interruption either, as they can clearly put both aspects in a 

compartmentalized “box”. 
§ Work Firsters tend to see family as the interruption, while 
§ Family Firsters tend to see work as the interruption. 
§ Cyclers are a bit like Integrators, as they seem to be able to find time for both, but they find it by a shift in 

focus from being Work Firsters to Family Firsters as the need arises. 
 

It is important to realize that your orientation to a specific behavior does not mean that you are locked in to that 
behavior. Your situation may dictate that you alter your orientation from time to time. 
 
Identity  
This aspect measures the degree that you identify with and invest in your work 
and family roles. It is set as a 2-factor scale, with work and family being the 
factors. You can score higher in one or the other, or score high in both (called “dual 
focused”). If you score low in both, you would be seen as “other focused”, 
meaning that your main identity is to something other than work or family. 
 
 
Each of these three aspects influences the life you lead. The choices we make relative to our values, contributions, and 
use of resources can give us a true sense of Work/Life Integration. The trick is to figure out how to do that… 
 
Thoughts on ‘Balance’  
Nigel Marsh is a marketing professional, a writer and a public speaker, and he has put a lot of thought into the 
concept of living a life well lived. His TED talk (http://tinyurl.com/TED-nigel-marsh) addresses some of the ways that 
an individual can approach the concepts of Work/Life Integration. Three of his points stand out: 
 
I f  you don’t  des ign your  l i fe ,  someone e lse  wi l l  
We have to be responsible for setting the boundaries we want in our life. That means having honest conversations – 
with your family and most importantly with your employer – about the nature of your work and tension between the 
ideal Work/Life Integration and the reality of your Work/Life Integration. Even the best work environments and the 
most well intentioned supervisors will not initiate that conversation…you have to start the ball rolling. 
 
What that implies is that you have to outline and demonstrate what the “work” part of WLI will mean for you in 
exchange for the flexibility in your schedule you desire. The bottom line is that you are being paid to work, and you 
should give to the job what they ask. That being said, you have the ability to set the limits on how work and life 
‘balance’. 
 
Be careful  o f  the  t imeframe you set  for  WLI  
It’s easy to think about ‘balance’ as the ability to have the perfect day every day. In other words, if you could write out 
the things you would do in a perfectly balanced day, what would it involve? Marsh’s version of it is funny and 
illustrative. As he points out, “We need to be realistic…we need to elongate the timeframe we set upon which we 
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judge the balance in our life.” Doing it all in one day is not realistic, and waiting to have a life when you retire is 
neither realistic nor desirable. As Marsh puts it, there has to be a middle way. 
 
In my work, I talk about ‘the busy seasons’. There are times, for example a good part of August, and then again from 
early-April to mid-May, when the demands of my job have me away from home a great deal...many dinners, 
evenings, and weekend hours are spent on campus. My wife and daughter understand that and accept it as part of 
my job. They also know that during the rest of the academic year there are times I have to be at work during the 
evening. The trade-off for that is that I can many times structure my time so that I can go to swim meets, concerts, 
and the like, and the summer is much more flexible. 
 
Approach ‘balance ’  in  a  balanced way 
Many of us think about balance as finding time to go to the gym. Finding Work/Life Integration is more…it has to 
be. Marsh contends that if you want to be serious about a life well lived, you need to attend to mind, body, and spirit. 
A central point here is that the small things matter. One way to look at it is to view quality time over quantity time. 
Where you are, what you’re doing, and the ones you’re with at this moment should take your attention. When you 
are able to do that, the experience, and other’s experience of you, will be richer. 
 
The Organization You Foster 
I believe in my heart and soul that Work/Life Integration is mostly about the life we lead. We make choices about 
what is important to us, and our choices drive our actions. However, Work/Life integration is also about our 
organizations. After all, “work” is a large part of the Work/Life equation. Regardless of your role in an organization, 
you have influence and frankly a responsibility to foster an organization that respects and promotes Work/Life 
Integration. There are three aspects to this idea: the Structural aspect, the Cultural aspect, and the Relational 
aspect.  
 
The Structural  Aspect 
The structural pieces of the organization are many times the toughest parts to influence. They are difficult to change 
because the type of work that the organization does frames the structure of the organization. For example, if you are 
in a road construction organization, your work is framed by when work is available, seasons of the year when you can 
work, and to some degree the time of day that you have to work. That being said, there are certainly elements that 
you may be able to influence, such as: 

§ Wireless Leashes. Smart phones and iPads are fantastic devices, and make it possible to stay engaged in your 
work virtually anywhere. This can be a double-edged sword. Unless you are in an emergency on-call 
situation, you should be able to negotiate your boundaries for when, where, and in what formats you can 
be reached away from the office. 

§ Type of Work and Customers. Some work involves travel, which necessitates non-traditional hours. Other 
work is “back office” support of front line people, which can certainly lend to clearer boundaries of work 
hours. Your customer base is also a factor. For example, working primarily with college students may allow 
a great deal of flexibility with staff hours to allow for staff to be available when the students “need” you. 

§ Do you have ‘Seasons’? Some organizations have cyclical busy periods, which may last for days, weeks, or 
months. A good general example is retail sales. The holiday shopping season and end-of-year inventory is 
an extremely busy time…asking for time off during that ‘season’ is frankly out of the question. In your 
organization, are there times that work dominates your time? Conversely, when are the times that you can 
be a bit more flexible? As an organization, you should take advantage of the times when you are out of 
season. 
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§ Division of Labor. Are you the only person who can do you work? While it is nice to have the “indispensible” 
label, it is also a burden if you know certain tasks in your office will not get done if you are not there. Is 
there any way that cross training can work in your job? Not only is it great for professional development, it 
can be very helpful to have folks who can help you in your busy seasons. 

 
The Cultural  Aspect  
The culture of your organization can also be difficult to influence, but for different reasons. Although one person can 
influence a cultural shift, it takes more than one person to actually change culture. It is also not an instantaneous 
process. Cultural change is a long, steady process…much more of a marathon than a 100-yard sprint. To influence 
cultural change, it is important to understand the elements that make up organizational culture, including: 

§ Deeply Patterned Behaviors. Margaret Wheatley touches on how cultural aspects are embedded throughout 
an organization when she describes the “fractal” nature of organizations. Cultural beliefs about work – such 
as a workaholic, “job comes first” mentality – permeates at many organizational levels.  Shifting culture is 
possible only if you can influence organizational leaders at the top, bottom, and middle of the organization. 
Find your “true believers” and get them to help spread the message. 

§ Early Career Socialization. How are new employees (or members of the organization) introduced to the 
culture of the job? Many times, work behavior that is not supportive of Work/Life Integration is seen as a 
rite of passage, almost a professional hazing, by more experienced members of the team. “That’s the way I 
had to do it when I started, so it should be fine for you,” is not conducive to a cultural shift toward WLI. It 
takes courage to break a cycle, but it is imperative to ask the question for the new folks who are not yet in 
the position to question for themselves yet. 

§ Stories, Myths, & Legends. Who are the heroes of your organization’s history? Is it the person who worked 60 
hours a week, got the job done, but had no life? Or, is it the person who got the job done in less time and 
was able to be involved in their communities or family’s lives? “Work smarter, not harder” has been the 
mantra in organizations I’ve led for some time. The so-called “workaholics” do not get hero status, and if 
you ask my staff, I am certain they will talk about our mutual respect and efforts to help each other find 
‘balance’ as well as the quality of the work that we do. Create a narrative in your organization that supports 
WLI, and the culture will follow. 

§ Generational Influences. Most organizations contain a mix of 3 to 4 generations within the workforce. Each 
generation influences the culture of the organization. Generally speaking, the generation of organizational 
leaders has a different perspective from the generation of the middle managers, who in turn see things 
differently from the generation of the entry-level staff. But even within organizational levels (such as 
administrative support staff) there can be several generations working side by side, each with different 
views on the appropriate “balance” of work and life. While generational factors are not the be-all-end-all in 
understanding organizational culture, it is helpful to understand what generations are present in your 
organization (and to what degree) as you assess how to change the culture. 

 
The Relational  Aspect  
Great care must be given to the relational aspect, because if the members of your organization do not relate well to 
one another, any effort to institute WLI will end in failure. Three elements influence the relational aspect, including: 

§ Mutually High Obligations. Shore & Barksdale (1998) coined this term to explain employee commitment. In 
a nutshell, if an organization demonstrates a high level of obligation to employee satisfaction, the 
employees in turn will demonstrate a high level of loyalty or obligation to the organization. This idea 
certainly applies to Work/Life Integration. I believe that if the organization demonstrates a true 
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commitment to helping their employees lead a life well lived, the members of the organization will respond 
through loyalty and increased productivity. 

§ Trust – Vertical and Horizontal. Of course, mutually high obligations are built on a foundation of 
organizational trust. Leaders have to trust that the staff will not abuse the benefit of the flexible work hours 
or other WLI-friendly elements, and staff need to trust that leaders are going to walk their talk and not look 
at staff who use WLI elements as being less invested in the job. There is also horizontal trust to consider. For 
example, 3 people working at the same job level cannot look at each other and compare quantity of hours 
worked or start/stop times…there has to be trust that each of them are doing the same quality of work, 
and that the supervisor will hold each person to the same standard, whatever standard it is. The role of the 
supervisor is to make sure that everyone in the same job level will know the standard and the expectations. 

§ ‘Job’ or ‘Calling’. Some people see their job as their life work…they see a “higher purpose” in the work that 
they do. To others, the job is a job. It is difficult in the office environment to effectively mesh these two 
perspectives (and everything in between). The role of leadership is to find the middle ground…but how? 

 
How to Create a WLI Culture 

Everything up to this point has been laying the 
groundwork. Now comes the part where your 
personal commitment to leading a WLI lifestyle and 
the organizational imperative to commit to 
Work/Life Integration comes together. This is the 
tough part, but now that you have an understanding 
of the end goal, this work will seem purposeful. 
 
As the model at the left demonstrates, there is 
alignment between The Life You Lead and The 
Organization You Foster, and they both rely on the 
alignment of the “3 circles” of the Venn diagram.  
 

If there is alignment – as an individual or as an organization – you will have a better connection with who you are. 
The real sweet spot, however, is if the 3 circles of your individual sense of WLI aligns with your organization’s 
commitment to WLI. 
 
Who we are as individuals and as an organization can also be reflected in 
the 3 circles of Jim Collins’ Hedgehog Concept. From Collins’ perspective, 
great organizations are ones that can stay focused on their passion (their 
values, mission, and ‘why’), what they are best at, and how they utilize 
their resources of time, talent, and treasure. If there is an alignment of 
those three circles, then it is easy to tell who your organization is at heart 
(the figure at right is based off of Collins’ original Hedgehog Concept model). 
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At this point it is esstential to revisit the concept of “Why” – which is 
connected to the idea of mission and core values.  I was recently 
introduced to the work of Simon Sinek, who wrote the book “Start with 
Why”. His TED talk (http://tinyurl.com/TED-sinek) provides a great 
illustration of his concept (the figure at left is based off his work). 
 
To boil it down, most organizations base their mission on what they 
make/do, but organizations that are really inspired start with why they do 
what they do. I take it a step further: the best organization’s “why” is a 
reflection of who they are. 
 

So, how does all of this relate to Work/Life Integration? What if the core of your organization’s “soul” was a belief that 
“we invest in our people, because our people are who make us great,” or something like that? If that were the case, 
and if your organization’s actions were linked to its mission/vision/values (its “why”), then there would be no way 
that WLI would not be central to the culture of the organization. 
 

Potential Barriers to the WLI Culture 
I believe that it is possible to create a life well lived, but it is not easy. If it were easy, we wouldn’t need to be talking 
about it as much as we do. There are barriers that can get in the way of creating a culture of Work/Life Integration in 
our lives and our organizations.  
 
Control  
A final aspect of the model developed by the Center for Creative Leadership measures the degree that you control 
where, how, and when you spend your time. This is the one aspect of the life you lead that is mostly determined by 
the type of job you have and the personal circumstances of your life. In some jobs or offices, there can be a high level 
of “boundary control” between work and life – in other words, your work schedule can be “flexed” to meet life 
obligations. In other jobs or offices, there is a lower degree of control in how your time is spent. 
 
This is a final nod to Nigel Marsh. He states that Casual Fridays and Flextime mask the real issue, and that is that not 
every job is suited for the type of work/life “integration” that I’m proposing. I want to take it in a different direction. 
We need to have an honest conversation about what WLI looks like for each of us. Each of us will have a different 
definition of what “balance” looks like.  If we can have that conversation as working groups/units/departments and 
frame WLI as a strategic organizational advantage, perhaps we all can have an “integrated” life. 
 
Look at  your  p late…  

George Kuh’s Lessons from the Mountains (1998) contained several 
references to a pair of incidents where wildland firefighters were killed 
because they refused to drop their packs and tools. Kuh posited that, in 
part, these firefighters couldn’t drop their tools because their tools defined 
them. We often talk about how our “plates are full.” Looking at that 
metaphor as our work life as a plate, we really have two choices: we can 
either get a bigger plate (add more hours to our day) or take stuff off our 
plate. Some of those things that fill up our plate may be things that we no 
longer need to be doing, but they define us. Other things may be items 
that can be done in a different way…thinking differently is the key. 
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Role  Models  and Support  
Let’s face it: the only people who really like change are wet babies, and usually they cry about the process until it’s 
finished! If you are going to be successful in creating a WLI culture in your organization, leaders (both formal and 
informal) must be willing to visibly model an integrated life. The change process is a lonely one if you feel you are the 
only one committed to it. It is extremely helpful to make WLI a topic of formal conversations, such as training and 
even staff meetings. 
 
So, What does a “life well lived” look like? 
Hopefully, I’ve made the case that we should not be looking for “balance” but for a healthy integration of our work 
and non-work lives. Each person needs to figure out what their own individual perception of WLI is…truth be told, 
there are no right answers, just the right one for you. 
 
As organizations, we need to be aware that the members of our teams will be more productive if we respect and 
support their efforts to find WLI. Additionally, there can be strategic advantages to operating from a WLI framework. 
Finally, if you want to be known as a great place to work, one of the best steps in that direction is to make Work/Life 
Integration an organizational imperative. 
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