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2010 Rosabeth Moss Kanter Award

This cutting-edge research examined the ways in which people 
manage boundaries between home and work in order to reduce 
the negative effects of work-home challenges. The authors identi-
fied four types of tactics that can be used in order help manage 
boundaries: behavioral, temporal, physical, and communicative.

What were the major findings of your study?

1.  First of all, regardless of their circumstance, people CAN make a 
difference in their own work-family balance. It might be major 
(like taking a new job) or it might be minor (like setting expecta-
tions with co-workers). We studied a group for whom work-family 
balance is very difficult - Episcopal priests. They take vows on two 
different occasions to place something first in their lives - their 
spouses and their priesthood. This puts tremendous pressure on 
them to succeed in both realms. And yet, they do it. If they can 
manage this balance, everyone can learn some way to improve on 
it for themselves.  

2.  Second, we found 4 categories of tactics that individuals can enact 
to better manage the work-family boundary: behavioral (such as 
making good use of technology), temporal (such as “banking” your 
time when either work or home is asking too much), physical (such 
as using tangible items like keys and calendars to your benefit), 
and communicative (such as confronting those who violate your 
work-family boundary). The paper outlines 11 specific tactics we 
found that help manage the work-family interface.
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3.  Third, we found it was important to distinguish between “work-
family conflict” (which is a fairly general, ongoing state of tension 
between work and home) and “boundary violations” (which are 
events or episodes that breach or neglect the desired work-home 
boundary). Separating these two allows people to better diagnose 
their situation and consider remedies.

Were you surprised by the findings?

The thing that surprised us most about the findings was the sheer 
diversity of tactics and techniques that people used to creatively - and 
effectively - manage the work-home boundary. We were familiar 
with the work-family balance literature, but to really drill down and 
explore how people do it was quite enlightening. It’s simultaneously 
inspiring and empowering to see the many ways we can improve that 
all-too elusive idea of work-family balance.

What do you think are the most important implications of your find-
ings for employees? For human resource practitioners?

For employees, the tactics we identified can be very empowering. They 
range from the simple to complex and from short-term to long-term. 
But the bottom line is that there is a lot each individual can do to 
improve their work-family balance. 

For HR practitioners, we found that there are different kinds of “fit” 
between individuals and what they expect from others and/or their 
workplace regarding the work-family boundary. Workers have ex-
pectations for their peers, their customers/clients, their subordinates, 
their supervisors, and their workplaces generally as to how work and 
home should be integrated or segmented. By ascertaining what each 
individual expects regarding the work-family boundary (rather than 
creating blanket one-size-fits-all programs), HR practitioners can 
better meet the interests and expectations of their workforce. Also, 
HR professionals can greatly benefit from understanding these tac-
tics, using them themselves, as well as training others on how to use 
them effectively.



2010 Rosabeth Moss Kanter Award

1. Is flexibility the answer to work-life conflict?
•  Work-life conflict negatively impacts productivity, personal effectiveness, and relationships both at home 

and at work, and schedule flexibility, including part-time work and flextime is effective at reducing work-
life conflict and work pressure (Russell, et al.).

•  However, remote workers or employees in client-facing positions experience less work-life conflict when 
the employer sets more rigid work schedules because the support from the employer buffers them from 
overly demanding clients and job tasks (Blair-Loy). 

2.  What tactics and techniques can employers offer to help employees transition 
successfully between work and home?
•  Mindfulness training, guidelines for communication, prioritization skills, transition routines, and cross-

training are specific tactics and techniques that employers can provide to help employees successfully 
self-manage the boundaries between work and non-work roles (Kreiner, et al.; Carlson, et al.).

•  In a 24/7 culture, it is important to convey that employees are not expected to work all hours (Blair-Loy; 
Campos, et al.; Kreiner, et al.; Carlson, et al.).

3.  How can you promote employee engagement without creating work-life 
imbalances?
Work environments where employees are highly engaged and approach work with energy and enthusiasm 
may inadvertently cause employees to feel overextended. Work-life programs are a direct way in which 
organizations can support both employee engagement and work-life balance. Further, conscientious 
employees and managers can help buffer the negative consequences of employee engagement by openly 
discussing work and non-work demands (Halbesleben, et al.).

4.  How do work-life programs positively impact the health of the workforce  
of today and tomorrow?
•  Supporting employees to combine work and family roles not only enhances well-being, but also helps to 

improve an employee’s physical health and job performance over time (Van Steenbergen & Ellemers).

•  In general, a child’s Body Mass Index is not negatively impacted by his/her mother’s workforce participa-
tion. In fact, research has shown that children who spend increased time in school or childcare have a 
lower incidence of childhood obesity (Fertig, et al.).

5. Are managers the greatest obstacle to women’s advancement?
•  Even though female employees reported slightly less family-work conflict than their male counterparts, 

their managers (both male and female) perceived them as having greater family-work conflict, which has 
significant implications for women’s organizational advancement (Hoobler, et al.).

•  Study results indicate that family time demands have very little impact on work roles.  Manager training 
is critical to help the supervisors who are evaluating employees recognize the unintended bias that exists 
against women who have child rearing responsibilities (Hoobler, et al.; Michel, et al.).

6. Is the ‘second shift’ fair and equal?
•  Women work more total hours (paid and unpaid work) than men when they combine parenting with  

full-time employment (Sayer et al.).  

Top 10 Takeaways from Kanter Award Finalists…
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The Kanter Award

Named in honor of Rosabeth Moss Kanter, who has been identified as the most influential contributor to 
modern literature on work and family, the Kanter Award is given for the best research paper(s) published 
during the year.  The rigorous nomination process for award selection involves 38 scholarly reviewers from 
4 countries who decide on the Kanter winners from among over 2500 articles published in 77 scholarly 
journals. This award raises awareness of excellent work-family research, fosters debate about standards of 
excellence, identifies the “best of the best” studies on which to base future research and  
outlines specific implications of the research for work-life and human resource professionals.

The Center for Families at Purdue University and the Boston College Center for Work & Family devel-
oped the Rosabeth Moss Kanter Award to raise the awareness of high quality work-family research 
among the scholar, consultant and practitioner communities. Through the generous sponsorship 
of the Alliance for Work-Life Progress (AWLP), the standards of quality for work-family research will 
continue to rise, and actionable findings from the best studies will become more commonplace in 
business communities to inform policy and best people practices.  

•  In countries with more traditional gender roles, the number of hours of housework that women do in 
comparison to their partners has little effect on whether a woman sees this situation as fair and equal. 
However, in more egalitarian or non-traditional countries, women are quicker to note when they believe 
their portion of the housework is unfair (Greenstein).

7. What are the best two minutes you ever invested?
The first 2 minutes upon returning home from work or school are brief yet key opportunities for reuniting 
with family members, exchanging information about the day, and reconnecting.  The importance of this 
greeting ritual should not be overlooked.  It is a building block for the high quality family relationships that 
contemporary parents idealize and can easily be embedded into the bustle of daily life (Campos, et al.).

8. How can men achieve better work-life fit?
Men who extend their identity beyond that of ‘breadwinner’ see a stronger sense of resilience and life satis-
faction and are able to be deeply involved in both their work and family lives (Sherman; Shows & Gerstel).

9. Is the “Motherhood Penalty” a common global issue, or just a U.S. quandary?
Estimates of the wage penalty for American, British, and German mothers are about 10-18%, with Ger-
man mothers experiencing higher wage penalties. Although mothers in the United States would tend to 
see greater penalties than their European counterparts, some women aim to compensate for this bias by 
returning to work earlier, devoting less time to childcare, and remaining in full-time jobs (Gangl & Zeifle; 
Aisenbray, et al.).

10. Why should an organization consider providing childcare?
In addition to helping parents of young children feel more secure and less distracted at work, high quality 
early care promotes academic achievement during middle childhood and beyond, particularly for low-
income children. Organizations should support quality childcare for all employees (Dearing, et al.).
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