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How are MetroHartford workers balancing work and personal responsibilities? That was the primary question posed by a Hartford Area Child Care Collaborative (HACCC) study. A survey of Hartford area workers was conducted in spring 1999. The purpose of the study was to identify the critical work and personal life issues among workers in the greater Hartford area. The specific objectives of the study were: 

· To explore the effect of balancing work and personal life on job performance. 

· To identify the employer supports that are most important to employees. 

· To measure employee satisfaction with employer supports and programs. 

· To assess employee perceptions of the work environment. 

Description of the sample

Close to one thousand employees from 18 different organizations participated in the survey. Organizations participating in the study represented the financial services industry, manufacturing, state and local government and education. 

Five of the six BLS occupational categories were represented: 

· 20% Executive, administrative and managerial occupations 

· 58% Professional, technical, and paraprofessional. 

· 20% Clerical and administrative support 

· 10% Production, machine operators, inspectors and materials handlers 

· 6% Service occupations 

Nearly all were employed full-time held one job; only one percent had both a full-time and a part-time job. Six percent had part-time jobs and less than one percent worked as consultants or as temporary workers. Respondents worked for their current employer for an average of ten years; they worked an average of 43.3 hours per week. Three fourths were salaried and the remainder compensated on an hourly basis.

Most (77%) of the respondents resided in households of two or more persons. The majority (70%) included two or more wage earners. Seventy eight percent of the households with dependent children had two earners. The median income for all households was between $50,000 and $75,000; incomes of households with dependent children were lower than that of households without children. Individual demographic characteristics of the respondents included: 

· 47% male and 53% female 

· 67% married, 21% single or widowed, 9% divorced, 2% life partner 

· 30% between ages 26 and 35, 36% between 36-45, 23% between 46-55 

· 85% Caucasian, 3.5% African American, 3.5% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3.1% Hispanic, 2.9% Native American 

· 49% have responsibility for dependent children 

· 15% have responsibility for dependent adults 

Balancing work and personal responsibilities

Forty percent of the respondents said their personal responsibilities rarely impeded job performance, but another 24 percent experienced problems at least once per month. The manner in which job performance was impeded varied: 

· 36% cannot work overtime 

· 32% cannot concentrate 

· 16% were late for work at least once in the previous month 

· 12% missed at least one day of work in the previous month 

There were no differences between male and female respondents on how often or why personal responsibilities impeded job performance. Childcare was mentioned by 54 percent as the cause for problems balancing work and family responsibilities, but others were also mentioned: 

· 26% personal care 

· 20% household maintenance 

· 19.4% financial concerns 

· 18% elder care 

Decreased productivity resulting from the need to balance work and personal life is costly for employers. Added to the loss of productivity is the fact that employees may leave their current positions to balance work and personal life responsibilities. A full 31% of the respondents indicated that they have considered leaving their current jobs for these reasons. Thus, the major question of this study is how can employers provide support for personnel seeking to balance work and personal life.

Managing family responsibilities

Responsibility associated with dependent care was cited as the reason for 62 percent of the work/life balance problem. Half of the respondents had primary responsibility for dependent children and 15 percent had responsibility for dependent adults. Thirty six percent had children below the age of 13 years. For some the dependent care responsibility was more complex. Five percent had children with special needs and three percent had responsibility for children below age 13 and for dependent adults. Children were cared for in various ways: 

· 20% day care home 

· 26% day care center 

· 14% care in the home 

· 20% family member/relative 

· 20% other 

Respondents reported an average of between 27.37 and 32.09 hours of paid care per week at a cost of between $131.58 and $156.98. The majority (61.1%) was somewhat satisfied or very satisfied with childcare. Ten percent were dissatisfied and the remainder neither satisfied nor dissatisfied.

Only 15 percent currently have responsibility for dependent adults, but the numbers can be expected to increase. Forty two percent said they expect to have such responsibilities within the next five years. Among those having responsibility for dependent adults, the majority (84%) was for older adults; sixteen percent were for disabled adults. Dependent adults are cared for: 

· 34% in-home services 

· 2% in day-care facilities 

· 69% stay home alone 

· 16.5% in a residential facility 

Of the 140 respondents who have responsibility for dependent adults, only 44 reported hours and cost of care. The hours of paid care ranged from 17.1 to 28 hours per week with a cost to the respondent of between $91.83 and $237.20. Forty percent were satisfied with the care received, and 11 percent were dissatisfied.

Relative importance of employer supports

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of 48 different employer support programs in seven broad categories. Each of the 48 supports was rated on a 5-point scale ranging from ‘not at all important’ to ‘very important.’ Figure 1 shows the relative importance of the categories of supports. Mean (average) ratings for the seven categories found ‘family care’ programs to be the most important. 

· Most important: family care programs 
· Second most important: financial assistance programs 
· Third most important: childcare programs 
· Fourth most important: flexible work arrangements 
· Fifth most important: health & wellness programs 
· Sixth most important: personal needs 
· Least important: personal convenience services 

The category ratings are averaged over the individual programs in each category. Within each category, some supports were more important than others were. For example, within childcare, summer day camp and financial assistance were much less important than snow day programs or sick-child care programs. 

Statistically significant differences in importance of supports were found among groups of respondents. For example, respondents with children rated flexible work arrangements, personal needs, family programs, financial assistance, and childcare programs to be more important than those without children. While women rated all the support categories more important, there were no differences between men and women who had responsibility for depending children. Differences in importance were found to be associated with marital status, age, income, and the number of hours worked. These differences are detailed in Table 1.

Rating of employer supports

Respondents were asked to rate their employers’ support programs within the seven categories described above. Ratings were rank ordered by the proportion of respondents who rated the support programs as ‘very good’ or ‘excellent.’ The relative rankings were: 

· 55.3% Flexible work arrangements 
· 47.4% Personal needs 
· 43.2% Health & well being 
· 27.5% Personal convenience 
· 21.5% Family care programs 
· 21.1% Financial assistance 

· 10.7% Childcare programs 

Statistical tests showed that employees who rated the seven categories of support higher were also more satisfied with the conditions of their employment. In addition, the employees who were more satisfied with the employers’ supports were less likely to consider leaving their jobs. There were no differences between the responses of men and women on any of these measures.

Perceptions and opinions on the work environment

Respondents were queried on the ‘supportiveness of the work environment.’ Six Likert scaled questions asked how supportive the company and supervisor were and how comfortable employees were in using the employer supports. One question asked whether employees were comfortable discussing their personal lives at work. 

Figure 3 shows the extent to which respondents agreed with the six statements. Statistical tests revealed that employees who perceived the environment to be supportive: 

· were less likely to consider leaving their current position 

· more satisfied with the conditions of employment 

· worked fewer hours per week 

Four questions asked whether the stress of balancing work and personal life affected workers productivity, personal relationships, or health and whether coworker stress affected the respondents’ workload. Figure 4 shows the extent to which respondents agreed with the four statements. Statistical tests found that those who were more stressed: 

· were more likely to leave their present positions 

· were less satisfied with the conditions of employment 

· worked more hours 

· were responsible for dependent children 

The most important assistance

The final question asked what was the most important help needed to balance work and personal responsibilities. The overwhelming response was flexibility. While some specified flexible work arrangements, the majority wants enough flexibility to meet family and personal needs at the time they occur. They need flexibility to take care of children and other family members. Flexibility to attend to family health care was cited numerous times as was flexibility to participate in children’s school and social development activities. These responses were reflected in comments on earlier questions. Childcare, health and the need for flexibility were cited as the personal responsibilities most likely to affect job performance. Clearly, it is difficult to meet all family and personal responsibilities and health emergencies between the hours of 6:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m. 

Summary

The majority of the respondents to the survey were from dual income households and the majority of two income households had responsibility for children under the age of 18. Men and women with dependent children experienced more problems balancing work and personal responsibilities. Childcare was the reason mentioned most often as the source of the problem. 

Loss of productivity due to workers’ being unable to concentrate, unable to work overtime, arriving late or missing a day of work are costly to employers. Perhaps more costly is the potential loss of skilled workers. Nearly one third of those whose job performance is impeded because of personal responsibilities have considered leaving their current positions. The largest number said they would look for a more flexible work schedule or a more supportive employer.

Family care programs were rated as the most important employer supports. These were important to all respondents. Financial assistance programs were second and childcare programs third. Childcare, of little interest to those without children, was third. It was particularly interesting to note that flexible work arrangements were fourth in importance, but flexibility was mentioned most often, as the one-thing workers needed. This seems to suggest that flexibility need to be flexible rather than a program such as ‘compressed work week’ or ‘job sharing.

The results of the study revealed gap between the employer supports that are most important and the supports that are highly rated. Family care programs, financial assistance programs, and childcare programs were the three important, but were rated lowest among the seven categories of support. Thus, it is important that employers who want to retain a productive workforce identify cost effective supports to bridge the gap.

