By Adriana Collins

LA R AR E R R N R R R Y T

THE REALITIES OF LIFE AT HOME
and in the workplace are changing.

Just a generation ago, most people
lived in two-parent families where typ-
ically the father went to work and the
mother stayed home tending to
domestic duties. In the past 10 years
alone, the face of the workplace has
changed dramatically. The 1990s
became a decade of turbulence for
working Canadians, as many compa-
nies downsized and restructured. This,
coupled with tremendous leaps in
technology and globalization, created
a new workplace reality that bears lit-
tle resemblance to the work order of
the past.

The structure of families has also
changed, with single, nuclear, extend-
ed, blended and childless families
becoming commonplace. Add the
unprecedented number of women who
have joined the paid labour force, and
the result is a remarkable change in the
home and work environment. Today,
both male and female employees face
dual roles as employees and care-
givers. These changes have forced
Canadians to re-evaluate their lives as
they search for a standard that will
allow them to enjoy both worlds. The
result of this re-evaluation is the desire
to achieve a work-life balance.

Achieving a work-life balance is an
individual process that is all about
adjusting patterns. It is best summed
up as the culmination of fulfilment
and enjoyment. This can only be
achieved by the existence of several
factors, which, if not present, could
result in work-life conflict. Among
these factors are the ability to manage
time and the commitment to prioritiz-
ing values.

Research shows there are high
implications and costs associated with
work-life conflict. For example, Health
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Canada studies indicate that high
work-life conflict is associated with
decreased wellness in terms of greater
perceived stress, depressed mood,
burnout, poor physical health, reduced
job satisfaction, reduced organizational
commitment, increased absence from
work, and a greater use of the Canadi-
an medical system." In contrast, we
have a body of evidence to demon-

strate that a work-life balance and flex-
ible working initiatives benefit both
organizations and individuals.

People in today’s workforce are bet-
ter educated, increasingly mobile and
are seeking empowerment. They are
progressively more self-assured and
cognizant of their value to their
employers. When choosing a place of
work, they will gravitate to companies
they feel will best meet their work-
place expectations. At the same time,
organizations are realizing that the
best constant competitive advantage
they have is their people. In human
resource management practices, com-
panies have become preoccupied with
recruiting and retaining knowledge
workers. Such employers recognize
that a focus on human capital is one of
the keys to increased productivity for
the new millennium and beyond. To
help reduce work-life conflict and
improve overall quality of life,
employers have begun focusing their
efforts on creating a more supportive
working environment.

Today’s companies have introduced
a number of initiatives that benefit the
organization and assist staff in achiev-
ing a work-life balance. Among them
is the ability to work from home.
According to Statistics Canada,
between 1981 and 1991 the perceritage
of people working at home for pay
increased much faster (40%) than the
growth of the employed labour force
(17%). This number continues to grow
as individuals take advantage of the
working “freedom” that technology
and the current labour market provide.
With the advancement of multimedia,
employment is no longer dependent
on geography. For many individuals
the ability to work from home pro-
vides them with an ideal arrangement.
A major benefit is the ability to save
time and money previously spent on
commuting. Individuals also gain
greater flexibility from being able to
integrate their work with their home
and family life. There are definite
advantages to setting one’s own work-
ing hours and being one’s own boss.

On the other hand, some factors
need to be taken into consideration.
There is a substantial difference
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between working out of an office and
moving to an arrangement where
almost all the work is undertaken
remotely. Typically such individuals
must possess self-motivation, an abili-
ty to work without close supervision
and good time-management skills. For
individuals working from home, the
ability to achieve a work-life balance
becomes centred on the ability to jug-
gle career and family at the same time.

“The key to working from home is
to set a schedule that allows you to
complete your work but also leaves
flexibility to fulfil other obligations,”
says Lindsay Sukornyk, life coach and
founder of North Star Coaches. “You
need to be self-aware and know what
works for you, rather than trying to fit
into a mould of what should work,”
she says.

As a leading executive training
company, one of North Star Coaches’
goals is to assist individuals and orga-
nizations in establishing a work-life
balance. Sukornyk, who has been fea-
tured regularly on CTV’s Balance Tele-
vision, says that for those working
from home “maintaining a work-life
balance works for some but for others
it doesn’t - it's an individual process.”

Sukornyk offers a few suggestions
for achieving balance:

* Set clear boundaries — physically
and mentally.

* Be realistic about your expectations.

* Get support — particularly if there
are children in the home.

* Don’t overwork — know when to
turn the computer off.

* Minimize isolation - set up regular
meetings.

* Talk through work issues with oth-
ers — maintain communication with
coworkers.

¢ Join industry networking events.
Sukornyk also suggests interview-

ing at least five to 10 people who have

a similar working arrangement in

order to gain insight into the advan-

tages and disadvantages of working
from home. “See if you could negotiate

a trial period and transition into it

slowly, if possible,” she says.

Overall, individuals who achieve a
work-life balance experience less
stress. They have more control over






