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A B S T R A C T

Purpose. This paper describes the concept of “strength of the work-life balance system” as a new and more 
advanced form of involvement in work-life issues, which lead to a stronger relationship with positive out-
comes such as performance, commitment or satisfaction.
Design/methodology/approach. From a theoretical point of view, and following Bowen and Ostroff (2004; 
2016)’s framework of strength, all the features of a strong work-life balance system are described. We de-
fine the characteristics that allow the work-life balance system to create strong situations in which clear 
messages are sent to employees about what appropriate behavior is. 
Findings. Offering specific practices or specific types of support is not enough; a strong work-life balance 
system must also be in place. The strength of the system, which refers to the process, allows the firm to 
convey a consistent message about the content of the practices. Employees’ motivation, attitudes and be-
haviors towards work-life balance are highly dependent on how they interpret the signals from employers 
about the work-life balance system designed but also implemented. 
Practical implications. Future research and practitioners should pay more attention not only to design 
work life practices, but also to the implementation process in order not to fail in gaining all the positive 
outcomes related to work life balance, for employers and employees. 
Originality/value. This paper is the first step in the exploration of the importance of the implementation 
process of a work-life balance system, for a better contribution to organization positive outcomes.

Keywords: Work-life balance, performance, implementation process.

R E S U M E N

Objetivo. Este trabajo describe el concepto de fortaleza del sistema de conciliación de la vida profesional y 
personal como una nueva y más avanzada forma de implicación de las empresas en temas de conciliación, lo 
que conduciría a una mayor relación con resultados positivos como resultados, compromiso o satisfacción. 
Diseño/metodología/enfoque. Desde un punto de vista teórico, y siguiendo el marco de fortaleza de los 
sistemas propuesto por Bowen y Ostroff (2004; 2016), se describen todas las características de un sistema 
de conciliación de la vida profesional y personal fuerte.
Resultados. La oferta de prácticas específicas no es suficiente, se requiere un sistema de conciliación fuer-
te. La fortaleza del sistema, que se refiere al proceso, permite a la empresa enviar un mensaje consistente 
sobre el contenido de las prácticas. La motivación, actitudes y comportamientos de los empleados hacia la 
conciliación dependen en gran medida de cómo interpretan las señales que reciben de la empresa, según 
se haya implementado el sistema de conciliación.
Implicaciones prácticas. Tanto profesionales como futuras investigaciones deben prestar más atención 
al proceso de implementación y no solo al diseño de prácticas de conciliación, para no perder todos los 
posibles resultados positivos derivados de la conciliación tanto para empleados como para empresas. 
Originalidad/valor. Este trabajo supone un primer paso para una mayor comprensión de la importancia 
del proceso de implementación de un sistema de conciliación de la vida profesional y personal, y para una 
mayor contribución a resultados positivos.

Palabras clave: Conciliación de la vida profesional y personal, resultados, proceso de implementación.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In recent years the literature has devoted a great deal of at-
tention to work-life balance (WLB) practices and their diffusion 
in companies. The related positive outcomes and how they can 
help an organization become more effective and achieve a com-
petitive advantage have been discussed in the context of demo-
graphic, societal and cultural changes over the last few decades, 
and may be even more important under challenging financial 
and economic conditions (Pasamar and Valle 2013; James 2014). 
Nevertheless, although there is a general assumption that the 
availability of WLB practices leads to positive organizational re-
sults through improved quality of life, satisfaction, commitment, 
productivity and performance, retaining and attracting highly 
qualified professionals (Scandura and Lankau 1997; Baral and 
Bhargava 2010), these effects are not automatic consequences. 

Despite its recurrence as a research topic in recent times, 
little attention has been paid to the relationship between WLB 
measures and business performance (Perry-Smith and Blum 
2000; Clifton and Shepard 2004; Beauregard and Henry 2009). 
Moreover, the question of how WLB programs contribute to firm 
performance remains unanswered, and this lack of clarity is one 
of the barriers to their implementation (De Luis et al. 2002; Ce-
garra-Leiva et al. 2012). The use of WLB policies has been linked 
to positive outcomes for employers and employees under the as-
sumption of the “happy worker story” (Weeden 2005) and how 
these practices may enhance employees’ job performance (Ga-
jendram and Harrison 2007). Nevertheless, some studies have 
found that WLB programs have no effects (Konrad and Mangel 
2000; Bloom et al. 2011), and others claim that the relationship 
between work-life initiatives and work-life conflict is not always 
so clear (Batt and Valcour 2003; Kelly et al. 2008). Moreover, the 
possibility of a flexibility stigma has been stated, as many em-
ployees report that they do not enjoy these benefits because they 
worry about negative career consequences (Williams et al. 2013).

Previous studies have called for further research on the rela-
tionship between Human Resource (HR) practices and organi-
zational outcomes (Ferris et al. 1999; Bowen and Ostroff 2004). 
Specifically, WLB research has highlighted that the mere im-
plementation of WLB practices is not enough to guarantee full 
company benefits (Cegarra-Leiva et al. 2012; Pasamar 2015) and 
organizations have to make an effort to promote a WLB support-
ive culture (McDonald et al. 2005). The existence of a supportive 
WLB culture is a fundamental mechanism through which these 
practices produce such an effect on organizational outcomes 
(Cegarra-Leiva et al. 2012).

Therefore, while a number of studies details what an appro-
priate set of WLB practices is (Goff et al. 1990; Goodstein 1995; 
Kopelman et  al. 2006), it is also important to pay attention to 
the process of design and implementation of the WLB system 
(WLBS). Bowen and Ostroff (2004) proposed a framework for 
understanding how HR management practices can contribute to 
motivate employees to adopt desired attitudes and behaviors that 
eventually help achieve the organization’s strategic goals, and the 
expected increase in firm performance. These authors discuss 
the importance of the climate as a channel to send signals to em-
ployees that help them to make the desired and appropriate re-
sponses and form a collective sense of what is expected of them. 

They introduced the concept of “strength of the HRM system” 
and specify the metafeatures that lead to strong climates.

Following this framework, we describe the characteristics 
that allow WLBS to create strong situations in which clear mes-
sages are sent to employees about what appropriate behavior is, 
understanding that the success of the WLBS relies not only on 
the specific practices offered to the employees but in the imple-
mentation process and how controlling the strength of the sys-
tems companies make create strong climates that have an impact 
on attitudes and behaviors. Therefore, the propose of this paper 
is to describe the concept of “strength of the WLBS” as a new and 
more advanced form of involvement in WLB issues, which lead 
to a stronger relationship with positive outcomes such as perfor-
mance, commitment or satisfaction.

2.  LITERATURE REVIEW: LINKING SYSTEMS 
STRENGTH AND WLB

WLB practices are relevant because of their potential value 
for employers and employees. Implementing WLB benefits can 
enhance organizational results, but firms will fail in obtaining 
potential gains if employees are unaware of their existence or un-
able to use them (Prottas et al. 2007; Sánchez-Vidal et al. 2012).

HRM can be understood as communications from the em-
ployer to employee, and employees must have adequate and 
unambiguous information to function effectively and make ac-
curate attributions about a situation. Through the lens of mes-
sage-based persuasion and social influence literature, Bowen 
and Ostroff (2004) identified distinctiveness, consistency and 
consensus as the characteristics of HRM systems that would 
evolve into strong situations. 

2.1.  Distinctiveness: Visibility, understandability, legitimacy of 
authority and relevance

Distinctiveness refers to the features that make a system 
stand out in the environment, thereby attracting attention and 
sparking interest. There are four different system characteristics 
that can foster distinctiveness. 

Visibility. Visibility of WLB practices refers to the degree of 
salience and observability of these practices, and is a prerequi-
site that enables employees to interpret them. The WLB bene-
fits offered can create a sense of assurance for employees that 
their employers are concerned about their well-being, according 
to perceived organizational support theory (Baral and Bhargava 
2010), but if WLB benefits are not transparent and communicat-
ed properly to the employees, the strength of the system will be 
affected.

Previous research pointed out that is not unusual than em-
ployees do not even know about the WLB offered by their com-
panies (Lewis et al. 2000; Kodz et al. 2002). As Bowen and Os-
troff proposed, visibility can be assessed by comparing a list of 
the practices deemed by the organization to be in place with the 
extent to which employees indicate they are in place (Sanchez-
Vidal et al. 2012) .This gap between leaders and employees in 
their views of what practices are in place shows the weakness of 
the HRM system (Bowen and Ostroff 2016). 
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Managers should clearly communicate their support for the 
values of family and personal aspects of life (Cegarra-Leiva et al. 
2012). This explicit support would increase employees’ visibility. 
Employees are not always aware that they can take advantage of 
WLB practices (Yeandle et al. 2002), and furthermore, in some 
cases they do not feel entitled to do so (Bud and Mumford 2006). 

To overcome this visibility problem, work-life practices 
should be present throughout much of employees’ daily work 
routines and activities. If the WLBS includes a wide range of 
practices that also affect a large number of employees, visibility 
is likely to be higher. If WLB practices are only offered to female 
parents, the firm is limiting its potential to achieve the benefits 
to business (Wise and Bond 2003). Understanding work-life 
conflict as “only a women’s problem” is a dangerously divisive 
assumption (Lewis et al. 2003). While workers’ preferred WLB 
arrangements may vary according to gender, life course or other 
circumstances, all employees value the opportunity to achieve 
a balance, not only young mothers (Kvande 2009; James 2011; 
Darcy et al. 2012). 

For organizations that truly wish to foster WLB, a more ef-
fective approach would be to engage with all employees, not only 
women, by offering benefits that align with other desires, and 
promoting real diffusion among the workforce (Pasamar 2015). 
Shared meanings will not develop if the same practices are not 
perceived by or offered to most or all the employees (Bowen and 
Ostroff 2004).

Understandability. Obviously connected to visibility, under-
standability refers to unambiguous and easy to comprehend WLB 
practice contents. Organizational communication should aim to 
reduce ambiguity and vagueness (Bowen and Ostroff 2004). Em-
ployess’ perceptions will be affected by factors such as previous 
experiences, values and expectations (Den Hartog et al. 2004). 
Employees must be able to understand how the WLB practice 
works, to avoid multiple interpretations and even misunder-
standings. The recent case of Iberdrola provides a clear illustra-
tion. This Spanish company employs more than 9000 workers 
and recently introduced a working day with no lunch break. The 
process was met with some skepticism: employees, managers and 
trade unions all had their own fears and doubts about it. Howev-
er, two years later, the company reports increased productivity, 
although managers recognize that the organizational culture has 
had to adapt to new circumstances (León 2014; Iberdrola 2019).

Obviously, lack of understanding is even more important 
when in affects managers, who play contradictory pivotal roles 
for the company. Managers act not just as agents responsible for 
profitability and growth, but also as victims of work-life conflict 
and, paradoxically, as important change agents in implementing 
policies designed to alleviate this conflict (Poelmans et al. 2003). 
Interestingly, although most HR managers perceive WLB bene-
fits as incurring high economic costs, they admit to not knowing 
with any clarity the real economic costs and benefits involved in 
implementing these practices (Pasamar and Valle 2011).

Legitimacy of authority. According to Bowen and Ostroff 
(2004) this reflects the conceptual process that may lead “em-
ployees to consider submitting to performance expectations 
as formally sanctioned behaviors.” The importance of any HR 
practice will rely on the top management’s beliefs and values. 
As Kasper et al. (2005) state, “the way managers attribute sense 

to WLB will affect not only the way in which they ‘walk the 
talk’, but also how they implement organizational policies.” 
Not surprisingly, recent studies highlight not only the lack of 
WLB for those in managerial positions, but also how relevant 
this message may be for the rest of the employees, presenting 
WLB as an impossible objective that is incompatible with ad-
vancements or promotion (Pasamar and Valle 2011). The use 
of WLB benefits may be inhibited not only by the presence of 
uncooperative supervisors, but also by fear of negative career 
consequences, which can occur when  employees  take up the 
WLB practices on offer (Breaugh and Frye 2008). Even when 
employees are fully informed of the WLB benefits available to 
them, many express reluctances to use them because they do 
not want to be perceived as less committed, cooperative or pro-
ductive, or to have fewer chances of promotion (Beauregard 
and Henry 2009). 

There are also cases in which employees do not feel entitled 
to take the legal benefits established by law, such as the numerous 
Spanish fathers who go back to work without taking the full days 
established by paternity leave legislation (15 days until 2019, at 
least eight weeks since then). These men find strong legitimacy 
for this behavior in the organizational culture, particularly the 
attitudes of their bosses. Precedents in taking paternity leave are 
an important influence in the decision of whether to take it or 
not. These employees may have a feeling of insecurity related to 
their jobs, and most of them are afraid of losing their positions 
(Romero-Balsas et al. 2012).

The WLBS is perceived as more authoritative when it has 
significant and visible support from top management. Legitima-
cy can be reflected in aspects such as resource allocation, or the 
involvement of the managers responsible of strategic decisions 
(Ostroff 1995). Investment in these practices, involvement or 
top managers’ beliefs about the importance of WLB are some 
of the indicators or signals from top management that confirm 
the legitimacy or credibility of the system, and that are positively 
related to an increase of the level of use of WLB benefits (Pasa-
mar 2015).

Obviously, communicator credibility is an essential compo-
nent in attempts to attribute, persuade and influence (Bowen 
and Ostroff 2004). The attributes of implementation include su-
pervisor support for use and universality of practice availability, 
and they will affect the degree to which WLB practices are seen 
by employees as fulfilling their needs (Ryan and Kossek 2008). 

Relevance. The relevance of the WLBS refers to whether the 
situation is defined in such way that employees see it as related to 
achieving a specific goal. The most interesting aspect of relevance 
is the consideration of individuals’ and employees’ goals, and 
the alignment or congruence between these two types of goals 
(Bowen and Ostroff 2004). The situation must be defined in such 
a way that employees are willing to work toward goals that allow 
them to meet their own needs, but also the organizational aims. 
For instance, making WLB arrangements available can have a 
positive impact on institutionalized learning and the innova-
tion environment within the firm, while employees experience 
improvements in their concentration, motivation, engagement, 
creativity, ability to interact and communicate with colleagues. 
This availability may even improve the firm’s potential to attract 
and retain more a demographically diverse workforce, develop-
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ing networks of external contacts and hence its capacity to solve 
new problems (James 2014).

Studies by Mitsuhasi et al. (2000), Wright et al. (2001) and 
McLean (2006) have already shown that HR managers may find 
some practices very relevant to achieve organizational goals, 
while line managers may disagree, depending upon the situation 
in their business unit. 

Finally, the relationship between legitimacy and relevance 
has been highlighted by previous studies (Bowen and Ostroff 
2004). It appears that relevance alone can be enough to enhance 
distinctiveness. But when relevance is not strongly perceived, le-
gitimacy plays a greater role that can compensate for this, with 
the result that such practices are perceived as distinctive (Taylor 
and Fiske 1991).

2.2.  Consistency: Instrumentality, Validity and Consistent WLB 
messages

While distinctiveness focuses on the message and the com-
municator and how they may increase the probability that the 
WLB message will be encoded and understood uniformly across 
employees, it is clear that it is not enough on its own. Bowen 
and Ostroff (2004) propose also focusing on features that could 
guarantee consistent relationships over time, people and context, 
such as instrumentality, validity and consistent WLB messages.

Instrumentality. This involves establishing an explicit per-
ceived cause-effect relationship that should ensure there are ade-
quate incentives to foster the behavioral pattern desired (Bowen 
and Ostroff 2004). Specifically, it would be the degree to which 
WLBS positively contribute to motivation, commitment or any 
other desired effect in employees. A strong system would be one 
that succeeds in encouraging the desired behavior, reinforcing 
the intended performance (Delmotte et al. 2012). WLB practic-
es are more effective when the firms need them (Konrad and 
Mangel 2000; Liu and Wang 2011). Firms will be likely to adopt 
WLB practices only if the promised outcomes are important to 
the effectiveness of the organizations’ benefits plan and are likely 
to be achieved (Barringer and Milkovich 1998). But companies 
may also prioritize objectives that are more engaged with cost 
containment in line with their strategic goals and the context in 
which they are operating (Pasamar and Valle 2015). 

Validity. The validity of WLBS is very important in making 
attributions. WLB practices must show consistency between 
what they claim to do and what they really do. When employ-
ees are told about WLB benefits and their conditions and effects 
and the reality differ from their expectations, they are receiving a 
contradictory message. The practices must not only sound good 
in theory, but function in practice (Delmotte et al. 2012). Man-
agers may perceive that what they were asked to achieve in the 
business may often be incompatible with formal work-life pol-
icies (Wise and Bond 2003). Despite all the positive outcomes 
related to WLB, and so many workers struggling to integrate of-
ten conflicting life roles, WLB programs are still under-utilized 
(Kossek et al. 2011). Employees may receive mixed messages if 
organizations announce a WLB benefits package while expect-
ing behaviors that are incompatible with this balance: meetings 
outside normal working hours, reductions in working hours to 
accommodate time for personal life but with the same workload, 

the expectation of continuous and uninterrupted availability be-
cause of new technologies, and so on. If contradictions appear, 
employees are left to develop their own interpretations, and uni-
formity is lost. 

Consistent WLB messages. Employees want constancy, and 
when it is lacking negative consequences can arise such as intense 
cognitive dissonance (Siehl 1985). Bowen and Ostroff proposed 
three types of required consistency that could apply to WLB sys-
tems. The first dimension refers to what senior managers say are 
the organization’s goals and what employees actually conclude 
they are, based on their own perceptions. The inconsistency here 
refers to the espoused and inferred values and may be affected 
by miscommunication and mistrust (Martin and Siehl 1983). 
The lack of consistency may lead to misunderstanding and even 
employees’ lack of satisfaction (Kepes and Delery 2007). In that 
sense, organizations should make an effort to send a clear and 
unique message about WLB, shaking off employees’ fears about 
negative consequences. Managers’ expectations for their em-
ployees to work long hour prioritizing work over personal life, 
technological advancements that make employees to be always 
available or the perceive insecurity in the labour market due to 
the economic crisis (Hyman et al. 2003) may play against this 
consistency.

The second requirement is internal consistency among WLB 
practices themselves. They should all pursue the same goals and 
should be designed to complement each another and fit together 
to create a whole so as to achieve this internal consistency (Bowen 
and Ostroff 2004). The lack of planning in some companies may 
explain this inconsistency, where WLB practices have been of-
fered in response to requests from or needs of some groups of 
employees without an overall plan to integrate all the practices, 
and more importantly, to link them to other HR practices. Pro-
motions, retribution, training and the possibility of career devel-
opment may be integrated in the WLBS. If contradictions appear 
among these practices or there is a possibility of being penalized 
for having used WLB arrangements, the message workers receive 
is that organizations do not want them to take part in WLB pro-
grams (Brandth and Kvande 2002; McDonald et al. 2007).

The third type of consistency is related to the stability of 
practices in time (Bowen and Ostroff 2004). In this sense, the 
novelty of WLBS goes against them. The sense of agreement is 
stronger in organizations where practices have remained stable 
across time. Employees’ behavior and its consequences are more 
predictable, and they are positive about what they can expect 
from the organization and what is expected of them.

2.3. Consensus: Agreement among Decision Makers and Fairness

Consistency and consensus are distinct but interrelated. 
When individuals experience consistency, consensus is more 
likely to be achieved, and vice versa. Consensus is the result of 
agreement among employees about the effects of WLBS. There-
fore, Bowen and Ostroff (2004) suggested analyzing the degree 
of agreement among principal decision makers, and the fairness 
of the system.

Agreement among principal WLB decision makers. Agree-
ment among the message senders would increase consensus 
among employees. In WLBS the difficulty may lie in identify-
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ing the decision makers: are they top managers, HR managers, 
supervisors, or others? When individuals perceive strong agree-
ment among the message senders about the message, they are 
more likely to reach a consensus (Fiske and Taylor 1991). 

When top management, HR manager and line supervisors 
agree on the way employees should be managed and clearly share 
the same vision, there is an increased likelihood of successful 
strategy implementation and a positive impact on firm perfor-
mance (Delmotte et al. 2012).

Connecting this perception of agreement to distinctiveness, 
we propose that when all the WLB decision makers agree on 
the message, the visibility of the system will also be higher. 
When supervisors, HR managers and top managers interact, 
the formulation and implementation of WLBS clearly sends an 
agreed message, and also enhances the sense of legitimacy of 
authority.

Where there is disagreement among WLB decision makers, 
the message will be less visible, relevant and consistent. There-
fore, employees would experience different cause-effect rela-
tionships, and the WLBS it would be perceived as weaker. All 
the organizational efforts to adopt, design, and implement WLB 
policies may eventually converge into single, discretionary deci-
sions by supervisors on whether or not to ‘allow’ these policies 
(Poelmans and Beham 2008). Controlling the agreement among 
WLB decision makers is essential to achieve workers’ perception 
of the strength of the WLBS. 

Fairness. Fairness of the WLBS refers to the employees’ per-
ception of whether the system complies with distributive, proce-
dural and interactional justice. A fair WLBS is more likely to be 
accepted by employees. 

The distribution of WLB benefits may be perceived as fair 
by employees (distribution justice). In that sense, WLBS have to 
be carefully designed to avoid feelings of unfairness among em-
ployees, such as the belief that benefits are only aimed at moth-
ers, or for taking care of younger children. Moreover, in the case 
of WLB benefits that HR department or line managers have to 
approve, impartiality is essential and any preferential treatment 
for closer employees must be avoided at all costs (procedural jus-
tice, Delmotte et al. 2012). Employees’ perceptions of fairness in 
the WLB decision process, demonstrations of honest concern for 
the employees, and the provision of full information about the 
decision criteria and process may help avoid negative outcomes 
(Poelmans and Beham 2008). Employees were found to perceive 
even negative work outcomes as fair when clear and reliable in-
formation was provided to justify these outcomes or when high 
levels of interpersonal justice were displayed (Greenberg 1996; 
Cropanzano and Greenberg 1997). Literature also draws atten-
tion to the possibility of higher work load and coordination 
problems and the resulting sense of unfairness for coworkers 
(Carrasquer and Martin 2005).

Organizations that manage to handle the distinctiveness, 
consistency and consensus of their WLBS can enhance their per-
formance because of the strength of WLBS (Table 1). In these 
companies the shared meanings in promoting collective re-
sponses would be consistent with the organizational goals. 

As a result, it is suggested that the strength of the WLBS will 
lead not only to a better implementation of WL practices, but 
also to the achievement of positive outcomes, included perfor-

mance. As it has been stated, a strong WLBS would promote pos-
itive attitudes, which have the capacity to predict organizational 
behavior.

Table 1  
Theoretical WLBS model

Distintiveness

Visibility
Are WLB practices transparent and communicated properly to the 
employees?
Understability
Do employees understand how the WLB practices work to avoid 
multiple interpretations and even misunderstandings?
Legitimacy of Authority
Do employees perceive that their managers support these practices?
Relevance
Are WLB practices aligned with the organizational goals?

Consistency

Instrumentality
Is the relationship between WLB practices and motivation, 
commitment, performance or other desired effect on employees 
explicit? 
Validity
WLB practices must show no contraction between what they claim to 
do and what they really do.
Consistent messages
Managers’ expectations for their employees to work long hour 
prioritizing work over personal life may play against this consistency

Consensus

Agreement
Is there agreement among top managers, HR managers, supervisors, 
or other manager around WLB issues?
Fairness
Do employees perceive distributive, procedural and interactional 
justice around WLBS?

Source: Table created by the author

Previous research have observed the relationship between 
WLB benefits and different outcomes such as increases in per-
ceived organizational support (Kopelman et al. 2006), produc-
tivity (Perry-Smith and Blum 2000; Clifton and Shepard 2004), 
innovation (James 2014), rises in price share (Arthur 2003), 
commitment and job satisfaction (Scandura and Lankau 1997) 
or career satisfaction (Lee et  al. 2002), and decreases in nega-
tive elements for organizations such as tardiness, absenteeism 
and turnover (Christensen and Staines 1990; Dalton and Mesch 
1991). These empirical findings support the idea of the “happy 
worker story” (Weeden 2005) under the assumption that those 
employees who enjoy a better WLB avoid all the negative conse-
quences related to work-life conflict (Carlson et al. 2010). More-
over, social exchange theory proposes that employees feel obli-
gated to reciprocate when they treated kindly and supportively 
(Blau 1964), what again lead us to the relevance of the message 
that a company convey to their employees through the HR Man-
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agement system. The underutilization of WLB benefits is still a 
common issue that can challenge all the possible outcomes for 
employees and organizations (Budd and Mumford 2006; Pasa-
mar 2015). While some organizations keep myopic in terms of 
addressing the needs and aspirations of employees (Eikhof et al. 
2007) the positive effects of WLB benefits will be lost (Kossek 
et al. 2011). 

For these reasons, it can be argued that the strength of the 
WLBS is related to a broader diffusion of WLB benefits, which 
would involve the real use of these practices and not only the 
mere offer, as the WLBS would be better understood and accept-
ed. This strength would also lead to positive outcomes for organ-
izations and employees, as the firm would convey a consistent 
and clear message about WLB and employees would interpret 
those signals. Employees’ motivation, attitudes and behaviors 
towards WLB are highly dependent on how they interpret the 
signals from employers, and consequently a strong WLBS would 
be related to positive outcomes for workers and organizations 
(See Figure 1).

Proposition 1. The level of strength of the WLBS will be pos-
itively related to the use of WL benefits.

Proposition 2. The level of strength of the WLBS will be pos-
itively related to positive outcomes for employees, such as in-
creases in satisfaction and decreases in work-life conflict. 

Proposition 3. The level of strength of the WLBS will be pos-
itively related to positive outcomes for employers, such as in-
creases in performance, commitment, creativity and decrease in 
absenteeism and intention to quit.

Use of WLB practices

Positive outcomes 
for employers and 
employees

Consistency

Distinctiveness

Consensus

Figure 1 
Relationships between the Strength of WLBS and the Use 

of Practices and Outcomes
Source: Figure created by the author

3. CONCLUSIONS

HR practices can help organizations build an organizational 
social structure that can increase flexibility and efficiency (Evans 
and Davis 2005) but the implementation of designed strategies 
can fail because of employees’ perceptions about the HR man-
agement system. These practices seek to increase organizational 
performance by affecting employees’ motivation, attitudes and 
behaviors, which are highly dependent on how employees inter-
pret the signals from HR departments (García-Carbonell et al. 
2014). Specifically, WLB practices may help firms send a strong 
message to their current and potential employees about how the 
organization values their employees and the contributions they 
make (Perry-Smith and Blum 2000). 

A strong WLBS increases a generalized norm of reciproci-
ty between organizations and employees. As long as WLBS re-
main optional, not mandatory, firms that make these practices 
available may be highly valued, because their decision to offer 
them is voluntary and expresses their appreciation of their em-
ployees (Roehling et al. 2001; Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002). 
Once the norm of reciprocity is created by WLBS, the employees 
will perceive their obligation and will have increased motivation 
to work, intention to remain with the organization, coopera-
tion and trust (Rhoades and Eisenberger 2002; Evans and Da-
vis 2005). Furthermore, according to Pfeffer’s (1981)  symbolic 
action perspective, when organizations offer WLB benefits they 
send out signals to employees that allow them to draw conclu-
sions about their values and philosophies (Waters and Bardoel 
2006). 

Offering specific practices or specific types of support is not 
enough; there needs to be a strong WLBS in place. The strength 
of the system, which refers to the process, allows the firm to con-
vey a consistent message about the content of the WLB practic-
es. A strong WLB system would be a high level construct that 
enables organization to send unambiguous messages about the 
culture, climate, priorities, and values related to WLB. Accord-
ing to Bowen and Ostroff (2004; 2016) integrated content and 
process will be more effective in attaining the intended behav-
iors, which WLB studies should take into account in order to try 
to explain the connection between WLB benefits and organiza-
tional performance and achieve the expected win-win situation 
for employees and employers (Pasamar 2015). A strong WLBS 
would convey a clear message to the employees and would create 
strong climates that have an impact on attitudes and behaviors. 
WLB practices would be understood and accepted, and their use 
would be also increased. 

This study holds important implications for practitioners, 
who are currently facing important pressures to increase per-
formance, while manage limited resources and meet employ-
ees’ expectations regarding their development and careers (De 
Haw and De Vos 2010). Organizations should focus on prac-
tical strategies directed toward communication, moreover 
when they have younger workers (Real et al. 2010) and limited 
resources. So far, most companies have limited their offer of 
WLB practices to women with caring responsibilities, forget-
ting other employees (Pasamar 2015). Workers would respond 
to that organizational message with a limited use of practices, 
which eventually would mean the lack of positive outcomes for 
employer and employees. 

One of the main limitations of this study is that only tackle 
the phenomenon from a theoretical point of view. Moreover, it 
would be debatable how far the implementation process should 
be generalizable to every context in order to attain the strength 
of the WLB system. In the future, practitioners and researchers 
should follow the theoretical SWLB system for a better result in 
the implementation. Future studies should consider empirically 
how the implantation process of WLBS may affect the achieve-
ment of all the positive outcomes for employers and employees. 

The analysis of all the features of a strong system is vital. Spe-
cifically, the communication during the implementation of WLB 
systems is very relevant but has been neglected in previous re-
search. Practitioners should take care of the message they convey 
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when they offer WLB benefit. Not only the practices are relevant, 
but also how they are offered, to whom, or what are the managers’ 
attitudes and expectations. In summary, the distinctiveness, the 
consistency and the consensus around the WLB system will deter-
mine its effectiveness. Replication of this research including differ-
ent case studies may help to shed additional light onto this topic.
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