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Overview 
 
How do organisations attract great staff, keep them, and ensure they are working at 
their best?  This is the human resource department’s perennial challenge. 
 
And with more employees combining work and family, the challenge to help working 
parents perform at their optimum is even greater. 
 
‘Work family balance’ has been proposed as the answer for working parents to better 
manage their work and family responsibilities. 
 
If working parents can somehow achieve ‘balance’ between work and family then 
parents, children and organisations will benefit. 
 
But Australian working parents report feeling rushed for time, having work interfere 
with family time, and guilt1. 
 
So is work family balance really working? 
 
We argue that the concept of ‘work family balance’ is misconceived.   
 
Work family balance suggests that people have a fixed and limited amount of time 
and energy.  If work is taking all that time and energy, then family suffers, or vice 
versa2. 
 
But work family research, and the experience of working parents, suggests this is not 
how work and family issues typically function. 
 
Instead working parents and organisations need a new way of thinking about work 
and family. 
 



© Parent Wellbeing www.parentwellbeing.com    3 

This new approach must: 
 

 Understand the interrelationships and interconnections between work and 
family.  

 
 Recognise that work offers benefits to family life.   

 
 Acknowledge that family life offers benefits to the workplace. 

 
 Recognise that ‘well’ parents are more productive and effective at work, and 
care better for their children. 

 
At Parent Wellbeing, we propose a new understanding of work and family – Work 
Family Flow. 
 
Work Family Flow is about optimising people’s work family experience to enhance 
parents’ wellbeing, children’s wellbeing and organisational success. 
 
By helping parents improve their wellbeing, Work Family Flow helps organisations 
improve their bottom line.  
 
 

Work and family  
 
There are a significant number of people with dependent children in the Australian 
workforce, and over a million of those are women.   
 
The majority of these working parents struggle to manage their work and family 
responsibilities. 
 
In a recent Australian survey, working parents reported feeling rushed for time, 
having work interfere with family time, and guilt3.  These impact on working parents’ 
ability to perform at their optimum.  
 
There are also a significant number of mothers who are looking to enter the labour 
market if they can find family friendly work.  For organisations facing a skills 
shortage, this is a valuable, underutilised talent pool. 
 
So how best to help working parents make the most of their work family experience? 
  
 

Work family balance 
 
‘Work family balance’ has been proposed as the answer to working parents better 
managing their work and family responsibilities. 
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The aim of work family balance is to somehow achieve a sense of equilibrium 
between work and family so neither is detracting from the other. 
 
Work family balance assumes a scarcity model.  It proposes that people have a fixed 
and limited amount of time and energy.  If work is taking all that time and energy, 
then family suffers, or vice versa4. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Work Family Balance model 
 
 
This view is consistent with research findings on work family conflict.   
 
Traditionally, work family research focused on how work and family clash.  
Researchers examined the difficulties and the challenges that working parents face, 
such as stress and time pressures. 
 
More recently, work family research has focused on work family enrichment. 
Researchers have examined the rewards and benefits of combining the two5.   
 
We now know, for instance, that working parents bring skills and energy they have 
developed at home to the workplace.   
 
Skills developed in child rearing, such as multitasking, negotiating, compromising, 
and conflict resolution, actually help boost work performance and life satisfaction6. 
 
Rather than hindering workplace success, family experiences help parents better 
manage their workplace stress, and increase their general well being.   
 
We also know that parents develop skills and experiences at work that enrich their 
family life.   
 
Work offers a sense of meaning, identity, purpose, as well as financial rewards7. 
 
Work also contributes to an individual’s sense of happiness, life satisfaction and 
perceived quality of life8. 
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Work family balance, therefore, represents a limited view of people’s work family 
experience.  That is why we argue for a new way of considering work and family 
issues. 
 
 
 

Work Family Flow 
 
So how can we help working parents make the most of their work family experience?  
Changing our concept of work and family is an important first step.   
 
Work and family are interrelated and interconnected.   They are synergistic and fluid.   
 
That is why we argue the concept of work family balance should be replaced with the 
concept of Work Family Flow.   
 
Work Family Flow is about optimising people’s work family experience to enhance 
parents’ wellbeing, children’s wellbeing and organisational success. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 2: Work Family Flow model 
 
 
The aim of Work Family Flow is to achieve wellbeing at work and at home.   
 
Work Family Flow is based on positive psychological principles. 
 
Psychology, after years of studying adversity and suffering, recently turned its 
attention to examining what makes life worth living.   
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Positive Psychology has pioneered the study of the ‘good life’, that is, those factors 
that contribute to people’s wellbeing and enhance their quality of life9.   
 
Positive Organizational Scholarship and Positive Organizational Behaviour have also 
shifted attention to the positive aspects of organisational life10. 
  

 
Wellbeing at work 
 
There has long been a practical understanding that happy workers are more 
productive, but we now have scientific proof.   
 
Research shows that happy people are judged more positively by their supervisors, 
and show superior performance and productivity than their less satisfied 
colleagues11. 
 
Service departments with happy leaders receive higher ratings from customers, and 
happy sales forces lead to happier and more satisfied customers12.   
 
Happy workers experience less absenteeism, job burnout, and turnover, and also 
show greater commitment to the organisation13.  This leads to positive behaviours 
like going beyond the requirements of the job and helping others. 
 
Although, job satisfaction has been an important predictor of work performance, 
there is now evidence that performance is highest when employees are also happy 
with their overall life14.   
 
Barbara Frederickson’s ‘broaden-and-build’ theory explains the phenomenon15.   
 
We know that negative emotions, such as fear, anxiety and anger, narrow people’s 
attention and limit their thought processes.  That is why when people experience 
negative emotions, they often make errors of judgement.   
 
In contrast, Fredrickson discovered that positive emotions broaden people’s 
attention and thought processes, which increases creativity and flexibility.   
 
Furthermore, positive emotions build people’s physical, intellectual and social 
resources so they are better able to meet challenges and work effectively. 
 
Applied to the workplace, Frederickson’s’ ‘broaden-and-build’ model reveals that 
positive emotions improve problem solving and decision making, which improves job 
performance.   
 
The model predicts that satisfied and psychologically well employees are more likely 
to have the resources to perform at their best16. 
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Research also shows that emotions are contagious.  Emotional contagion refers to 
the tendency to mimic the expressions, postures, vocalisations and movements of 
those around us, which influences a person’s emotional state17.   
 
At work, emotions can quickly spread amongst a group.  Happy and satisfied, 
workers, therefore, spread positive rather than negative emotions, which contributes 
to increased performance and productivity amongst the entire group. 
 
These findings reveal the importance of ‘psychological capital’ at work.   
 
Psychological capital refers to an individual’s positive psychological state and focuses 
on ‘who we are’18.  It complements human capital, ‘what we know’, and social 
capital, ‘who we know’, to create value at work.   
 
Consequently, there is now strong empirical evidence for organisations investing in 
the wellbeing of their staff. 
 
Research shows that introducing wellbeing initiatives in the workplace can increase 
employee wellbeing and, therefore, increase organisational productivity and bottom 
line performance19.   
 
Wellbeing initiatives do not have to be used to be beneficial.  Research shows that if 
employees perceive the initiatives as valuable this leads to increased performance 
and job dedication even amongst those who do not use the benefits directly20. 
 
Research has also shown that work life initiatives positively affect firm value.  
Investors respond positively to work life initiative announcements leading to an 
increased share price21. 
 
Initiatives include placing individuals into appropriate positions, training to help 
individuals better fit their jobs, and changing the work environment to achieve a 
better organisation-person fit. 
 
Positive Psychology has empirically tested a range of wellbeing interventions that 
have shown to reliably increase wellbeing.  The focus is on teaching people tools and 
techniques they can use in their everyday lives. 
 
These interventions focus on the whole person, and not just the person that comes to 
work.  Wellbeing initiatives, therefore, help improve productivity at work and also 
contribute to a happy home life. 
 
 

Wellbeing at home 
 
Raising children is one of the most demanding, amazing and undervalued activities in 
our society.   
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Parents take prime responsibility for rearing the next generation but the benefits of 
raising happy, healthy and resilient kids is felt community-wide.    
 
To ensure children become fully functioning adults, psychology and mainstream 
parenting resources have largely focused on understanding optimal child 
development, or what is ‘best for baby’. 
 
For example, researchers have identified the most effective parenting style as 
authoritative.  Authoritative parenting involves being warm and loving, but also 
consistent and setting limits. 
 
Although the ‘best for baby’ approach makes a valid contribution to understanding 
family wellbeing, it largely ignores the parents’ perspective. 
 
Positive psychology suggests a different viewpoint.  Positive psychology suggests that 
the interrelationship between parent and child is dynamic, multi-directional and 
significant for both parent and child. 
 
We know from emotional contagion that emotions are contagious.   
 
Children are acutely sensitive to the moods of their parents.  They know when their 
parents have had a good day at work and when they have had a bad day.   
 
Children’s moods also have the ability to influence parents’ moods.  
 
We also know from Frederickson’s ‘broaden-and-build’ theory, the power of positive 
emotions.  
 
Parents’ positive emotions help build positive emotions in their children, which 
develops an upward spiral of positive emotions and builds resilience and 
resourcefulness in all involved22. 
 
Positive parents contribute to their children’s wellbeing, but they also contribute to 
their own wellbeing. 
 
Studies into work and family confirm this view.  Research reveals that the love and 
support parents receive at home helps them feel confident about themselves and 
their work.   
 
Family also provides a personal buffer to parents when they experience difficulties at 
work23. 
 
Happiness and wellbeing create value in people’s lives.  But it is not simply about 
‘feeling good’.   
 
Wellbeing is also about living a meaningful life.  With meaning and purpose, people 
rise above their day to day hassles, and feel fulfilled.   
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Both work and family offer opportunities for meaning and purpose.   
 
By acknowledging the synergies, interrelationships and interdependencies of work 
and family, parents increase their own wellbeing, their children’s wellbeing, and are 
better able to contribute to organisational success.   
 
 

Conclusion 
 
In a market where organisations compete to attract, keep and get the best out of 
their staff, working parents are a valuable resource. 
 
Working parents bring a wealth of skills gained in caring for their children, but they 
also experience daily hassles that impact on their ability to perform at their best. 
 
Unfortunately, trying to achieve a ‘balance’ between work and family responsibilities 
is misplaced. 
 
Instead, at Parent Wellbeing, we propose that Work Family Flow is a better way to 
conceive of work family issues.  
 
Work Family Flow acknowledges that: 
 

 Work and family are interrelated and interconnected.  
 

 Work is beneficial to family life.   
 

 Family life is beneficial to work. 
 

 Happy parents are more productive and effective at work and care better for 
their children. 

 
Work Family Flow is about optimising people’s work family experience to enhance 
parents’ wellbeing, children’s wellbeing and organisational success. 
 
With an increased sense of wellbeing and quality of life, parents, children and 
organisations all benefit. 
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About Parent Wellbeing 
 
Parent Wellbeing helps parents improve their quality of life.  
 
Unlike many other parenting resources, Parent Wellbeing does not tell parents how to 
care for their children. Instead, we help parents care for themselves so they are 
better able to care for their children.  
 
Parents care for kids. We care for parents. 
 
We run corporate workshops and offer one on one 
coaching to help parents make the most of their work 
and family lives. 
 
We publish parent care books that comfort and inspire parents, including the best 
seller Little Bundle: Comfort and inspiration for new parents. 
 
Jodie Benveniste, director of Parent Wellbeing, delivers keynote presentations on 
Parent Wellbeing and Work Family Flow. 
 
We also provide an online resource for parents at www.parentwellbeing.com 
 
 

About Jodie Benveniste 
 
Jodie Benveniste is an author and parenting expert with a unique approach. A mother 
of two children, Jodie has a background in psychology and academic research.  
 
She has been researching work life issues for over a decade. 
Her approach is grounded in sound science, rigorous research 
and a deep insight into the way parents think, feel and behave.  
 
Jodie brings a wealth of professional and personal experience 
to her work. She uses books, workshops and speeches to guide 
and mentor parents.  
 
Her warmth, empathy and passion offer comfort, inspiration 
and insight. Jodie’s work helps parents improve their quality of 
life. 
 
Contact Parent Wellbeing 
 
Phone: 08 8278 4342 / 0412 088 804 
Fax: 08 8370 3549 
Email: info@parentwellbeing.com 
www.parentwellbeing.com 
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