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Abstract

:

Presently, the development of civilization requires a vision of balancing the interests of employees and employers in the sphere of work as never before. Work-life balance is directly linked to social sustainability. The aim of this article is to analyze various dimensions of mutual enrichment of the professional and private life of an individual and to describe how positive experiences in professional and non-professional life influence the improvement of satisfaction, health, and achievements, thus enabling the sustainable development of the individual. The conducted research was of a qualitative nature. Thematic exploration was used to analyze the findings of 34 in-depth interviews with experienced HR managers and employees at various levels of enterprises in Poland. The research shows that the work and personal life of the respondents interact, complement, and enrich in different ways, depending on the stage of the employee’s life. Habits developed by practicing a specific sport discipline or other type of hobby are helpful in the effective implementation of professional tasks. In addition, non-professional interests, including communing with culture and art, have a positive impact on professional activities. On the other hand, the respondents emphasized that thanks to their professional activities, specific to the type of work they perform, they are sometimes more extroverted, meticulous, organized, and consistent when performing activities outside of work and in other aspects of private life.
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1. Introduction


Dynamically occurring changes, uncertainty, unpredictability, and ambiguity of events, as well as the intensified development of modern technologies shape today’s reality. Current civilization’s development requires, as never before, emphasis on the vision of balancing the interests of employees and employers in the sphere of work [1]. After all, work-life balance is directly related to social sustainability. Sustainable development of human capital is a complex concept that covers the areas of human activity on many levels of human life, both on a micro and macroeconomic scale [2]. In the literature on the subject, the factors of sustainable development are assigned to three areas: the natural environment, the economy, and society, where a good quality of life for present and future generations is an important goal. The implementation of the concept of a sustainable organization in the area of human capital management draws attention to the need to achieve not only the economic goals of the enterprise, but also meeting and balancing the needs of employees. Sustainable human resource management supports the organization’s sustainable development strategy, emphasizes fair treatment, cares for the development, health, and well-being of employees, supports environmentally friendly organizational practices, assumes the development of employees’ competences, and promotes work-life balance. Moreover, it relates to the social performance that contributes to the long-term development of the organization, that is, to a sustainable organization. At the same time, sustainable human capital management allows for the highest work efficiency, taking into account the well-being of not only employees but also other stakeholders of the organization. Maintaining a balance between work and life for employees not only improves the quality of personal life, but also creates a competitive edge for a company and promotes continuous growth. From this point of view, the subject of this study seems to be very important.



Striving for a work-life balance is related to many socio-economic issues, including productive use of labor resources and the ability to compete in the future by developing intangible assets, increasing fertility rates, gender equality, and improving quality of life. The lack of its optimal implementation causes far-reaching effects of a socio-economic nature. One of the results of the civilization changes involved a powerful compression of time, which characterized the life of modern man [3], resulting from the necessity to face an increasing number of challenges and the growing number of activities that fill time with limited resources [4], Especially if the changes taking place on the labor market in the sphere of its organization and forms of benefits [5] are also taken into account, including in particular, those taking place under the influence of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. These include more and more frequent interaction between work and private life and limiting them to the same space, a sense of the need to be available as a potentially working person at any time, and competition in the labor market. It is not surprising that more and more professionally active people struggle with the problem of balancing work and private life [6]. Working remotely, so common during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, may disrupt the natural context and force the combination of professional and social roles. Then—despite the flexibility offered by such a situation—there is a high risk of "stretching" working hours and disturbed rhythm of rest and regeneration of employees. There may also be difficulties in detaching yourself mentally from your leisure time work. Conducting the described research was to verify whether this is how employees perceive it and what actions can be undertaken by the companies to support their workers in sustainable development, including work-life enrichment, despite the current pandemic.



According to researchers, work-life balance should refer to the time balance, the balance of commitment, and the balance of an individual’s satisfaction with his/her role at work and outside [7]. By understanding specific activities in both analyzed spheres, a man uses the same resources of his own time, energy, thoughts, and emotions, which are difficult to separate into two separate parts. At the same time, it should be emphasized that balance does not mean equal division of time between work and other activities, and the amount of time spent on specific activities and the frequency of their performance are not synonymous with the importance of this activity for a given person. It results, among others, from the subjectivism in the assessment of the relationship between work and private life, which is the result of the value system adopted by the individual, his personal characteristics, age, mood, family situation, the way of organization and type of work performed, as well as the complexity of the culture in which he functions [8]. A lot of research suggests that unwinding from the job during off-job time is important to avoid health-impairing effects [9,10,11]. The negative consequences of the imbalance between the analyzed areas of life do not only affect the individual. The temporary inability to meet specific groups of needs relating to personal, social, and leisure life, as well as the lack of satisfaction with them, will also affect the functioning of the individual at work, due to the interdependence and complementarity of individual spheres of human life and the compensatory nature of work-life relations [12].



This article is devoted to the analysis of solutions used in companies in Poland, aimed at maintaining work-life balance and supporting employees in their non-professional activities. The considerations undertaken by the author are part of the philosophy of balancing the needs of employees and promoting work-life balance, the key element of which is the postulate of a harmonious process of growth of all areas of human functioning and activity, as well as satisfying physical and mental needs guaranteeing a high quality of life without harm to society, the environment, and the economy. The main aim of the study is to analyze the mutual relations between work and non-professional activity in the context of the mutual enrichment of professional and personal life. From an organizational point of view, maintaining a balance between the above-mentioned areas of employee functioning allows for the full use of their potential [13]. The important goal of this study is to show that sustainable employee development does not have to involve the settlement of the dilemma of whether employees are more important than the financial success of an organization or environmental protection, but on the contrary, sustainable human capital management leads to simultaneous benefits in all areas. In this context, the question of activities supporting employees in maintaining this balance becomes extremely important, so that the applied solutions are beneficial both for employees and profitable for the companies employing them.



In recent years in Poland, there has been a growing cult of work with being busy accorded the greatest value. It is a determinant of status and prestige and is also a testament to the dedication of employees to the organizations employing them. Currently, one of the most important sources of maintaining the company’s competitive advantage are its employees who, apart from their professional role, have equally important life roles or social functions. That is why business owners should be aware of human involvement in various areas of life and create favorable conditions for that participation.



The article is divided into three main parts. The first part describes the theoretical foundations of the analyses and their conceptual framework. The second part is devoted to the methodology of data research and analysis. The third part focuses on presenting and discussing the key results.




2. Theoretical Background and Conceptual Frameworks


2.1. Work-Life Balance—The Evolution of the Idea from Work-Family Balance to Work-Life Balance


The term work-life balance first appeared in the 1970s in the United States and initially referred to various family-related initiatives. This was linked to the crisis of the male breadwinner model as a result of the massive entry of women into the labor market. Starting from the 1990s, this term refers to initiatives aimed at providing support in the field of balancing professional and non-professional roles for all employees, regardless of their family situation [14]. We deal with work-life balance when work does not appropriate non-work life and when life outside of work does not come at its expense [15]. This state can be defined through the prism of results, and in this context, it means the possibility of achieving goals in various spheres of life and through the prism of role, when it is related to the conflict of roles of the individual at work and outside of it. It is also important to achieve satisfaction in all areas of life. Striving for a state of balance means reconciling work and family commitments, education, care for one’s health, social and civic involvement, and more. The essence of work-life balance is defined in the literature as the subject of focusing attention on maintaining balance between work and private life, thus allowing the individual to strive for self-fulfillment in non-work aspects of life while maintaining understanding of the multidimensionality of the situation [16]. Balance between work and life outside of it refers to both the employer’s and employee’s attitudes that manifest themselves in efforts to achieve this balance. The starting point is the perception of the sphere of professional and personal life as complementary, not as opposites.



In the literature on the subject, the concept of work-life balance is defined quite differently. According to David Clutterbuck, it is a state in which an individual deals with a potential conflict between different requirements for his time and energy in such a way that his desire for prosperity and fulfilment is satisfied [15]. The determinant of achieving a work-life balance is based on the various requirements for investing a person’s time and energy, the ability to make choices about investing time and energy, and to select the values on which these choices should be based, and to make them consciously. In theory, the work-family conflict was first defined in the mid-1960s by a team of researchers who concluded that it occurs when work and family requirements are, to some extent, incompatible with each other [17]. Other researchers in the mid-1980s found that this conflict arises when role requirements related to one area of life make it difficult or impossible to fulfil role requirements related to another area of life [18]. Moreover, research has shown also that work-related ICT use outside work hours is generally related with more work-to-home conflict [19].



According to Patricia Voydanoff’s concept [20,21], balance is closely related to the quality of an individual’s professional and family roles and concerns the assessment of the extent to which labor resources help meet the needs of the family, and the positive impact of family resources on the implementation of tasks related to professional work.



On the other hand, according to another theory, work-life balance includes the following components: time balance, which means the same amount of time spent on work and family life, and commitment balance, which is associated with the same level of involvement in work and family life, and the balance of satisfaction, which concerns the same level of satisfaction with the individual’s activity at work and in family life [7]. Such a concept of work-life balance, regarding the equal degree of involvement in various spheres, which may theoretically be considered contradictory, raises doubts. Currently, we should rather view work-life balance as a way of integrating various spheres of life into a harmonious and complementary whole and investigate the well-being implications of work-to-life boundary enactment [22]. After all, the proportions of an individual’s involvement in particular spheres of life may change, depending on, for example, the stage of the life cycle. It should also be emphasized that the balance between work and non-professional activities varies from person to person, depending on age, sex, education, or life roles [23]. Therefore, there is no one universal construct of balance in terms of work and personal life.



The next stage in the development of the concept of work-life balance was the fact that experts noticed that the family is not the only sphere of an individual’s functioning, which may affect one’s well-being or fulfilment of professional duties. Social, civic, cultural, social, religious activities, sports, hobbies, leisure, education—these are only a few of the essential elements of human life that may be in balance or outside of their professional work [24]. It should be emphasized that the concept of work-life balance is based on finding an appropriate balance between work and private life, which means that it is not about maintaining the traditional model in which both spheres are treated separately [15]. The idea of balancing work and life is to help people realize themselves in each of these areas, giving them satisfaction, but also increasing their possibilities and potential. Therefore, work-personal life balance can be defined as the possibility of achieving goals in various spheres of life [25]. Employees are constantly trying to reconcile the requirements of professional work with personal life, the need to learn and develop their professional competencies throughout their lives with social obligations and the willingness to find time for recreation. Reconciling the requirements of work with the requirements of personal life may become possible, among others, thanks to the appropriate organization of time and support from relatives and colleagues. The concept of work-life balance understood in this way is quite broad. It concerns the balance between work and various areas of non-work life. Each working person has time at their disposal, which, in order to achieve full satisfaction in life, should be spent [15]:




	
on yourself, to meet your own physical and emotional needs;



	
on professional work, which is necessary to obtain funds to meet various needs (work is also a means of self-fulfillment);



	
on family, as well as friends, other people with whom they have strong emotional connections; and



	
on other people (e.g., through civic actions and for the broadly understood community).








As noted by Clutterbuck [15], the inability to meet the needs of employees who want to be fulfilled in life is the cause of most of a company’s problems, including those related to achieving a competitive advantage and maintaining profitability. These include, among others: stress-related absenteeism from work, inability to retain talented employees in the company, insufficient initiative and creativity, a low level of customer service, unethical employee behavior, low commitment, and low motivation. Intentional and conscious building of appropriate working conditions leads, above all, to the proper development of employees and the implementation of the strategic goals of the organization in a sustainable manner.



The results of research conducted in various countries around the world confirm the connection of companies’ efforts to balance professional and personal life with economic benefits, such as reduced absenteeism and liquidity of staff, protection of investment in employees, lower costs of recruitment and training, sick leave, reduced employee stress level, greater employee loyalty, increased productivity, and improved company image [26]. It should also be added that an active approach to the issues of work-life balance usually does not directly affect productivity, competitiveness, final financial results, or profitability of capital; it only creates favorable conditions in which specific variables can support the basic factors determining the economic performance of the company [27,28,29]. The research shows that the condition of effectiveness and efficiency of work-life programs is their universality, which means that they should be addressed to all employees and be adjusted to the socio-demographic structure and formal organization [30,31].




2.2. Work-Life Enrichment—Experiences from One Role Improve the Quality of Life in the Other


The negative interaction between the considered roles of an individual has an already established terminological and conceptual position. On the other hand, the positive mutual influence between work and private life is still an area of research and discrepancies, including when it comes to definitions. In the literature on the subject, you can find terms such as positive radiation, facilitation, enhancement, enrichment, and penetration. These terms are often used interchangeably, but according to the researchers [32,33,34,35], each of the above terms emphasizes a different aspect of the positive impact of the multiplicity of roles. Empowerment is about acquiring resources and experiences that contribute greatly to coping with the hardships of everyday life. Positive radiation or penetration indicates the mood, values, behavior, and skills important for the transfer between work and life outside of it (or vice versa) to meet the needs of these spheres. Enrichment refers to individual assessment because fulfilling a given role can provide many valuable cognitive and emotional benefits to the second role [36]. On the other hand, facilitation means making it easier to meet the requirements in a specific area of functioning, thanks to participation in another area [37].



Already in the 1980s, it was noted that the interdependencies between non-work life and work did not boil down solely to the fact that they were or were not in conflict with each other. Taking into account the possible negative impact of these two areas, attention was also drawn to their mutual, positive relationship. Researchers of [38] found that the side effect—positive correlation between work and non-work-related activities—occurs more often than compensation—the negative correlation between work and non-work-related activities. In this way, the concept of mutual enrichment of professional work and life outside of work was created—the so-called work-life enrichment. This enrichment can be understood as the degree to which experiences in one role improve the quality of life in the other [39]. Enriching life and work is a two-way process: work experience can have a positive impact on the quality of private life, and non-work experience can improve the quality of life in the professional sphere. For example, private life can become a source of positive emotions, which will be transferred to professional functioning [40]. Another form of enrichment is the situation when work shapes the skills, behavioral patterns, attitudes, or ways of thinking in an individual, which make it easier for him/her to fulfil, for example, family or civic roles. Employees may, as a result of their work, develop the habit of duty or gain self-confidence, and these features allow them to become a better partner, social activist, friend, or parent [41].



In the studies on the described issues, the analysis applied to which areas of non-professional functioning of individuals are most disturbed by the work performed [42]. It was found that three spheres of life of employees were in particularly strong conflict with their work: health, including physical exercise and doctor visits, family, and leisure (among others, hobbies, playing sports, reading books, watching TV, travelling). Interestingly, the results were similar for both married and single employees. These results can be used to argue the thesis that is becoming more and more popular; that work-life enrichment is not limited only to harmonious relations between work and family, but it is a certain state of synergy between professional functioning and the non-work life of an employee in general. Moreover, the latest research shows that work-to-family conflict negatively relates to family authenticity, and work-to-family enrichment positively relates to work and family authenticity [43].



However, what are the consequences of positive enrichment and the balance between roles? Researchers carried out a meta-analysis of studies devoted to the positive impact of professional and family roles, distinguishing three categories of consequences: work-related, non-work-related, and health-related [44]. The first group of results concerns the positive effects of enrichment and balance on job satisfaction and emotional commitment to work. At the same time, the above variables are not directly related to the intention to leave the organization. While positive enrichment shapes the level of family satisfaction, it does not translate into the level of life satisfaction (the second group of effects). Outcomes in terms of physical and mental health are influenced by the positive enrichment of professional and personal life. The above-mentioned studies show that fulfilling one role improves functioning in the other role, and positive work-life synergy has a greater impact on work-related outcomes, while positive life-work synergy empowers on work-related outcomes.



Consequently, companies undertake various activities to improve positive empowerment and balance between personal and work life. These are activities both at the employee level (e.g., creating attractive working conditions) and the organizational level (e.g., introducing specific solutions in terms of working time and its control) as well as at the level of the entire society (e.g., providing assistance with dependent care of children or family members). One of the practical ways to achieve work-life balance is to accept that these two spheres are extremely important to a person, and that many values and other resources can permeate from one area to another. However, you should be aware that the work-personal life relationships are so complex that it is not always possible to achieve these goals.





3. Materials and Methods


The described research is explanatory and qualitative. In the context of the above-mentioned theoretical premises, it seemed important research to recognize, identify, and evaluate selected human capital management practices conducive to the sustainable development of an individual. The results presented below are an attempt to fill this research gap. They are part of a larger research project entitled “Human capital management in the conditions of sustainable development”, conducted at the Institute of Human Capital of the Warsaw School of Economics.



3.1. Characteristics of the Research Group


The research group covered 34 people, including 18 people employed in managerial positions in the HR area and 16 employees employed in various positions in organizations in Poland (including 11 people in managerial positions). Most of the respondents were women employed at large companies in the service industry. The profile of the respondents is presented in Table 1. Invitations to take part in the survey were addressed to representatives of specific global companies. The purposeful selection of the respondents was made to ensure reaching people working in large international organizations, employing 250 or more employees, based on the assumption that it is the largest organizations which are actively involved in activities aimed at maintaining work-life balance [45] and it will be likely to encounter the best or inspiring practices in this area within selected organizations. The intentional participation of these two groups of respondents was dictated by the desire to obtain opinions from two perspectives—people responsible for the personnel policy of the organization, and on the other hand, the beneficiaries of HRM practices. The respondents had extensive professional experience and their length of service in a given position ranged from 5 to 23 years. It seemed to be the best choice for the identification and selection of information-rich cases related to the phenomenon of interest.




3.2. Methodology for the Survey and Analysis


A structured individual in-depth interview (IDI) was used as the research method [46]. The textual data analysis was derived from the transcripts of interviews, which were categorized and coded. In-depth individual interviews made it possible to identify actions taken by companies and employees’ expectations in selected areas of human capital management. The focus was on the following topics: 1) HR experts gave their comments on work-life balance, 2) employees commented on the role balance, extra-professional activities, and development. The current situation of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis was taken into account as background to the discussed issues. The interviews were conducted from June to August 2020. As a result of IDI implementation, material of 338 pages was obtained (34 interviews were conducted, total duration—1771 minutes). The interviews were recorded, and then transcripts were prepared in the form of text documents. The detailed steps for the study procedure are presented in Figure 1.



The key analytical process in qualitative research in social sciences is coding—classifying and categorizing individual pieces of data, combined with a system of finding them. The content of interviews was catalogued by topic. The concept was also in this case the main principle of encoding qualitative data. Coding and searching for relationships between concepts was a key element in the process of research analysis [47]. During the analysis, open coding [48] was used to name and categorize phenomena by carefully examining the collected data. In this approach, the codes somehow impose themselves on the researcher as a result of analyzing and checking data.



This article discusses the results of research on solutions used in Polish companies in the field of work-life balance and the factors determining their durability. The focus was also on the analysis of the forms of non-professional activities of employees, areas disturbed by their professional work, as well as the forms of support they expect and the manifestations of mutual strengthening of professional work and personal life of respondents. The impact of COVID-19 pandemic on these areas was also taken into account. In-depth interviews allowed the participants to share in-depth insights on work-life balance and non-work activity in the context of work-life enrichment. In the area of work-life balance, the following research questions were formulated, and addressed to HR experts:




	
What solutions for maintaining work-life balance are used in companies?



	
What factors (organizational and individual benefits) determine the durability of solutions in the field of work-life balance?








In the area of non-professional activity in the context of work-life enrichment, the following research questions were formulated, addressed to employees of various companies:




	
What forms of non-professional activity do the respondents pursue?



	
Which areas of non-professional functioning are most disturbed by their professional work? Has it changed during the pandemic and how?



	
What forms of support and solutions do employees expect from the employer to be able to fulfil themselves in their personal lives and develop professionally?



	
What activities outside of work strengthen employees in their work and vice versa, what activities at work have a positive impact on their personal life?










4. Results


The results of the study were divided into three parts. The first covers aspects related to work-life balance from the perspective of HR managers and considering the expectations of employees in this regard. The second part focuses on the analysis of the forms of non-professional activity undertaken by employees, the areas disturbed, and changes caused by the COVID-19 pandemic in this respect. The third part describes examples of mutual strengthening of the work and personal life of the respondents.



4.1. Work-Life Balance—What Companies Offer and What Employees Expect


The conducted research clearly indicates that companies in Poland use various types of organizational solutions to support employees in maintaining work-life balance. Detailed options are presented in Figure 2. The following were mentioned most frequently: flexible and compressed working hours; the possibility of remote work, 1–2 days a week; various forms of support for families (programs such as ”2 hours for the family”, parental leaves, subsidies for childcare, nanny in the workplace, workshops on improving parental competency, organization of family corporate events); various types of workshop activities and events that help employees to take better care of themselves, their physical and mental condition and the balance between various spheres of life; the availability of psychological consultations; additional days off (on the occasion of birthdays); personal concierge services fulfilling private requests of employees; or financing a family childbirth. Moreover, most of the respondents emphasized that work-life balance in organizations is rather an element of organizational culture and best practices, rather than just strictly defined programs. Most companies promote respect for the employee’s time, but at the same time, try to build a work culture based on the efficient performance of tasks.



The expected forms of support from the employer, most frequently indicated by the respondents, which enable employees to fulfil both their personal and professional lives, largely coincide with what employers actually offer. Employees expect flexibility in the time and form of work and an increase in the pool of days off, respect for the employee’s free time by the employer, and benefits supporting physical activity, learning foreign languages, or participation in culture. Interesting forms of development offered by the employer are popular (training, mentoring, coaching), lack of pressure from superiors, trust in the employee, and giving him/her freedom so that he/she can be accountable for the effects of his/her own actions, opposed to the time allocated for one’s performance. As factors determining the durability of the solutions in the field of work-life balance, the respondents most often indicated building an organizational culture around these solutions, widespread use by employees, linking them with the strategy and mission of the organization and making them as flexible as possible for all employees.



Research shows that employers also support the development of passion and other non-professional activities of their employees. Companies finance or co-finance employees’ participation in sports activities, organize sports games, and invest in their own sports team. They enable the development of employees’ interests through activities in the form of volunteering, setting up interest clubs, co-financing participation in culture, publishing articles on the interests of colleagues in internal magazines and platforms, or implementing mentoring projects. They also initiate a number of activities to support employees in fulfilling various life roles.




4.2. The Areas of Non-Professional Functioning of Employees and Changes in this Regard Resulting from the COVID-19 Pandemic


The research shows that employees need time to develop their passions and private life, and employers more and more often support the development of the non-professional activities of employees. Detailed information are presented in Figure 3. Supporting the achievement of employees’ professional goals through the development of their competencies is one thing—but providing them with a place to develop creativity and maintain a balance between professional and personal life is also, according to employees, a sign of a modern employer. Forms of non-work activities most often indicated by the respondents were mainly activities resulting from fulfilling various life roles (mother/father, marriage/partner roles), as well as sports, tourism, gardening, cooking, participation in culture, playing musical instruments, reading books, and the development of specific cognitive interests.



The respondents most often indicated family life and physical activity as the areas of non-professional functioning most disturbed by professional work. They talked about the problems associated with changing the organization of work, which to a large extent took a remote form. On the one hand, remote work creates new opportunities; on the other, it enters the area of private life and is also a source of deprivation of the social needs of employees. The respondents emphasized that due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the need to work remotely, their life roles somehow “merged” with professional roles, working hours were extended and they experienced difficulties in completing their professional duties. Research indicates the importance of work segmentation for maintaining a sense of well-being and balancing the sphere of private life and professional activity. Greater integration of these two areas is visible in managers whose work boundaries are stretched, and work-life balance is clearly disturbed. The pandemic made it difficult for employees to take up physical activity due to the closure of gyms and the need to maintain social distancing and made travelling difficult. In response to these restrictions, some employees switched to other forms of physical activity—jogging, gymnastic exercises at home, cycling trips, and walking in the woods. On the one hand, the conducted research revealed people who complained about the lack of time to develop their interests, and on the other hand, those who had just developed new interests during the pandemic.




4.3. Work-Life Enrichment—Mutual Positive Work-Life Relationships Perceived by Employees


The conducted analyses show that the work and personal life of the respondents interpenetrate, complement, enrich, and compose in different ways, depending on the stage of the employee’s life. The respondents indicated activities outside of work that strengthen them in their work and vice versa—activities carried out as part of their professional work have a positive impact on their personal life. In a broader context, the respondents’ statements may also lead to greater awareness that we all have different priorities and that there should be more than one path in life and career success. Detailed information are presented in Figure 4.



The respondents’ statements indicate that habits developed by practicing a specific sport-related discipline or other type of hobby are helpful in the effective implementation of professional tasks. Furthermore, interests outside of work, such as an interest in culture and art, have a positive impact on their professional activities, broadening their horizons and opening them up to other points of view. The family was also often indicated by the respondents as a factor strengthening their ability in effective time management and efficient performance of employee duties. On the other hand, the respondents emphasized that, thanks to their professional activities, resulting from the specificity of the work they perform, they are sometimes more extroverted, meticulous, organized, and consistent in non-professional activities and in private life. Some of the respondents emphasized that their life roles (parent or wife/husband) motivates them to introduce a greater balance into their professional and non-professional functioning and enable them to discover new passions.



The results of the study show that it is worth treating professional and private life as allies, emphasizing their harmony and complementarity, opposed to the equal and proportionate division of time between these two spheres. Playing many different roles, e.g., a parent, partner, or employee, can, in fact, have a positive effect on the psychological condition of the employee—especially when all these roles are played very carefully and are managed as a whole. When faced with these types of choices, it is important to adopt a holistic attitude and treat a career as an integral part of life, not a separate, compulsory occupation. To avoid the penetration of toxic emotions in the work-life relationship (and vice versa), we should put everything in one “container” and organize it well—such a procedure can reduce the unnecessary tension between the two spheres.



Some of the respondents emphasized that the best ideas came about thanks to the fact that they talked with their children about professional matters at home. Even when work was very demanding, the most practical and effective roadmap, according to respondents, is to combine personal priorities related to work, family, health, and well-being into one system. Such a change of approach may result in an increase in the level of psychophysical energy, a more sober view of work, or an increase in the level of concentration on current tasks. According to the respondents, it is worth doing something so that work is not completely absorbing. Take care of your body and mind by making time for family life and other activities that recharge your batteries—all these activities ultimately increase your productivity as an employee. Employees should also remember what they are aiming for in their work, along with its deeper meaning.





5. Discussion and Conclusions


The findings show that the conscious role of the work environment in balancing the professional and non-professional activity of employees certainly fits in with the idea of sustainable development and the concept of corporate social responsibility, which can be applied not only to nature, economy, and society, but also to the life balance of an individual. In order to function effectively in both private and professional life, it is essential to maintain a balance between energy expenditure and its recovery. A healthy enterprise, operating in accordance with the concept of sustainable human capital development, is one in which an employee can count on understanding his/her needs, enabling the implementation of non-professional activities, in which stress is eliminated and healthy behavior is promoted—including maintaining a work-life balance.



5.1. Theoretical Implications


Activities in the field of sustainable development of an individual should create system solutions leading to the achievement of economic and social goals. The imbalance between the different areas leads to significant losses. Empowerment activities are those with positive impact that help build a stronger, more sustainable society. Proper use of work-life enrichment is possible only after taking into account the specificity of the organization and its teams, and even individual employees, while maintaining high flexibility and creativity. Combining professional and non-professional interests allows for better use of the individual’s potential and gives the opportunity to acquire a broader spectrum of competencies and new experiences [49]. People who draw inspiration, ideas, and trends from a variety of sources can often offer their employers a fresh perspective and out-of-the-box ideas that go beyond solutions in one field. Balance is crucial for achieving not only life goals, but also professional goals, because the employee often introduces the same positive or negative attitudes into the workplace that he/she cultivates in non-professional activities.



Enabling the employee to fulfil his/her job outside of work may also contribute to one’s general intellectual development, significantly improving well-being [50], and thus increasing energy and optimism about the performance of his/her professional duties. As a consequence, a happy employee functions better at work, is more creative and focused, and cooperates better in a team [51]. It is also easier for the employee to strive for an integrated self, building a coherent image, both in professional life and outside of it. Employee’s positive emotionality is also associated with a lower tendency to engage in behaviors that are unfavorable to health, along with fewer hospitalizations and absences from work. In order to feel well, the employee needs emotional diversity—an authentic, complex, and rich life. Certainly, an employee who has time for private life and pursues his/her passions is more effective in everyday professional tasks [52].



The most important conclusions and usefulness of the presented reflection are related to the thesis that the sustainable development of human capital cannot be analyzed without taking into account the non-professional sphere, which is an important element in the life of an individual. Only under conditions enabling complementarity of the indicated areas will it be possible to improve the individual, both in general and professional terms, to the benefit of both the employee and the employer. A complete analysis of the mutual relations between work and private life cannot ignore the issue of mutual enrichment of professional and personal life.




5.2. Managerial Implications


The concept of sustainable human capital management, including care for work life-enrichment, provides many benefits to companies, their employees and their relatives, as well as the environment. Currently, businesses need the creativity and innovation of employees, among other things, in order to be able to stand out and compete in this modern, uncertain, dynamic, and constantly changing business environment. When employed people do not have the time to develop in their personal lives, companies can end up losing a lot. The possibility of other fulfilment, outside of work, may contribute to the fact that employees will fulfil their professional duties much better, for example, by developing, thanks to their passions, some key skills necessary for effective functioning in the work environment [53]. A creative hobby allows you to open your mind to many different perspectives, which can be a very useful feature in your professional life. The research results clearly indicate that creative non-professional activity may constitute a recreational activity, which provides employees with the necessary resources for professional work at a high level [54]. Organizations that provide the most talented people with personalized development plans and opportunities to pursue non-professional interests, as well as build a supportive and inclusive culture, benefit more from those employees’ creativity.



From the statements of the respondents, it can be concluded that while maintaining considerable flexibility in taking specific actions and decisions, it is the foundations, in the form of defining the way of understanding work-life enrichment, that constitute an element that stabilizes and indicates specific, clear directions for employees, which turns out to be extremely valuable, including in emergencies such as the global COVID-19 pandemic.



The ongoing pandemic accelerated efforts to improve communication with employees, including obtaining their opinions on various topics. If employers listen to the needs of their employees, it may be easier for them to create space for work-life enrichment. In this new reality, an agile approach to employee development can work much better. The activities of managers should also take into greater account the changing and unpredictable reality as well as the evolving nature of information and communication technologies (ICT). The COVID-19 pandemic may contribute to the analysis and modernization of existing offerings for development in organizations and foster a culture of lifelong learning. It has become necessary to move the area of development from physical training spaces and face-to-face contact to the internet environment. There are many reasons to believe that the situation in which a large part of business interactions has moved to different forms of remote communication will last longer and become our new, everyday life. Therefore, it is worth considering how to effectively implement development processes under such conditions in order to gain sustainability. As results from the conducted research, it may be helpful in this respect to focus on a bilateral (employee-employer) search for development areas and tools and adjust the course of career paths to the roles performed in non-professional life. In the face of a pandemic threat, managers take into account the need to ensure safe and hygienic working conditions for all employees, variable availability of individual resources and employee competences, and provide additional online training for voluntary implementation by employees. Training offers related to emotions and stress management, attentiveness training, empathic communication, and work-life balance were most frequently selected by the employees. The managerial attitude can also help workers to develop their potential during the pandemic. Shortening the time for online meeting and not organizing them at the end of the workday, and focusing on the assessment of the achieved results, and not control and verification of the time spent on professional activities by an employee, can certainly support work-life balance.




5.3. Limitations and Directions for Future Research


Although this research makes important theoretical and empirical contributions (mentioned above) to the existing literature, some limitations must be kept in mind when drawing conclusions from the reported results. The main empirical contribution of this article is drawing attention to factors beyond the sphere of work that may affect the employee’s commitment to work and enable the realization of his/her potential. It is worth emphasizing that although the respondents in these in-depth interviews were limited to employees from Poland, the vast majority of their places of employment are Polish branches of international corporations. Therefore, it can be concluded that the described research results may also be of importance in the international discourse. Some limitation may be the intentional selection of the research sample, which preclude the generalization of the obtained results. Another limitation of the presented proposal is the reference of sustainable development of an individual to the general definitions adopted in this study. It should be emphasized that there may be significant differences between individual cultural conditions in which employees function, affecting their perception of what work-life enrichment really is.



In addition, the fact that IDIs were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic probably influenced their final tone. The crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic has consequences on many levels—in the health sector, the economy, the labor market, education, perception of technological advances, or the approach to new, related, legal regulations. It turns out that new technology is crucial in the fight against the crisis, because it enables communication and remote work or online learning on an unprecedented scale. To some extent, the crisis has also forced us to face a number of outstanding issues related to the scale of technological interference in both professional and private life.



Certainly, this issue requires further research, especially with regard to the increasingly common model of hybrid work and the accompanying challenges in terms of searching for effective solutions that can be applied in a situation of performing professional duties, more and more often in a private space. Quantitative research may be the next research step that allows to deepen the obtained results. The quantitative analysis could help to reliably estimate how much employees’ work-life balance has become disturb during the pandemic and if employees can see the possibility for implementation of work-life enrichment during the hybrid or remote work.



The pandemic continues; no one can predict how long for and how it will change the working conditions and functioning of companies and employees. Instead of focusing only on survival, it is worth trying to use this reality for smart solutions that can be introduced into the organization to support employees in permanent sustainable development, taking into account both their professional activity and personal life.
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Figure 1. The detailed steps for the study procedure. 
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Figure 2. Examples of verbatim reports about work-life balance employer’s offer and employee expectations. 
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Figure 3. Examples of verbatim reports about areas of out of work activities of employees and changes resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Figure 4. Examples of verbatim reports about work-life enrichment in the opinion of employees. 
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Table 1. Profile of interview participants.
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Position

	
Gender

	
Size of Entity




	
Managerial

	
Non-Managerial

	
Woman

	
Man

	
Large Company

	
Medium Company

	
Small Company




	
27

	
7

	
25

	
9

	
28

	
3

	
3




	
Industry




	
Trade

	
Media

	
Production

	
Public Sector

	
Services

	
Technology




	
1

	
1

	
5

	
5

	
17

	
5
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time. However, throughout this situation, I was able to look for new passions and spend time with my family,
which is very important nowadays and we often forget about it.” (R8)

“I will refer to the fact that working in this large corporation, I had very little free time. And I gave up my
passions and because of lack of time and lack of strength. I think that my relations with people suffered a lot.
Very often I did not have time to meet with friends. And it seems to me that this rush and this job meant that
if I had to say what was the most important thing I lost, it would probably be the time I could devote to be a
mother, a wife.” (R13)

“It’s like that because of COVID I work between making dinner and playing with the child. And when the

child is preoccupied with himself, I am actually trying to do something for work. It is very difficult. Also for

me, a great psychological burden associated with it. All my non-professional aspects are very disturbed.”
(R12)

“Everything has changed! For example, the inability to leave the house or go for a walk with the child, in this
hottest period of the lockdown. Seriously. Now I have no opportunity to go for a walk with the child because
I have to work. So, my child very often sits at home all day, because I do not have an hour or two to go for a
walk with my child. What has changed? There is also no travelling, no physical activity like fitness classes, I
am afraid of going to the gym because of COVID-19. All my non-professional aspects are highly disturbed.
My extra-professional functioning. It's nice that I can meet my friends on weekends to a very limited extent, I
am also very happy that I can meet with my family now, because there was a time when we haven’t met for a
month or two. It was also very difficult.” (R11)

“Unfortunately, during the pandemic, all sporting events were cancelled. This did not mean the end of prac-
ticing my passion, because more free time meant that I had time to run, to think about certain things, re-
evaluate my life and find new passions. Lately, I've been reading a lot of fantasy literature, which I love so
much and read a lot of books during the quarantine period. Also, I spend a lot of time with my girlfriend. We
both have more time to cook together, watch movies and TV series.” (R8)
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“I had to change the type of physical activity, because I was not able to go to the gym, so I started running a
little, exercising at home a bit, but here it is very difficult for me to be regular. When I had a schedule written
outside, [ knew that if I did not leave at this point, I would not leave at all. And when it is up to me, sometimes
Tlack.... not even determination, but such consistency. It always seems to me that when I finish my work, then
- I'will take care of it. So, I put work first, kind of.” (R10) 5





media/file5.png
“We provide employees with flexible working hours, there are people working at non-standard hours, be-
cause they report such a need due to family obligations. Also, such an individualized approach is also possi-
ble.” (R9)

“We organize various types of events and development activities for employees, related to promoting a
healthy lifestyle, promoting such elements that are very important for our company and our group, i.e.,
broadly understood inclusion and diversity.” (R12)

“We have a manager’s competency model, in which we place great emphasis on the manager providing his
people with support and balance in professional and private life. In this organizational culture, it is not wel-
come to exert a lot of pressure, overtime, things like that. Of course, it happens, because we are not able to get
away from it, but these are not directions that are supported, it is not well perceived in our organizational
culture, because the manager is supposed to manage the team so that his people have comfort work and time
for their work and private life. And it is written in our competency model.” (R17)
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“I have the impression that the energy drawn in the personal area, dealing with things that fascinate us, atfects
the professional area. Not only energy, but also this experience. So, by doing some things completely unrelated
to work, but which teach and develop something, you can then bring some new energy, experiences into what
is happening at work. And many such things happened to me, because a lot of things that I learned at non-
company meetings, e.g., at product meet-ups or meetings of people who have been working remotely for years
in other companies, are these experiences... I treat it, that it was from the professional field, but still performed
as a personal activity. Well, because it was something that interests me and I treated it as my passion, hobby,
I wanted to broaden my knowledge in this field. And then I was able to transfer it to the professional sphere,
implement it in the company, and thanks to this, the results are better for our everyday work.” (R15)

“I think that in my private life I am very orderly, specific, and well organized. It translated into how I function
in my organization and how I arranged my work and cooperation with other people. It certainly translated
more from my private life to my professional life. What I could say, what has translated from my professional
life into my private life, is that I have a high self-esteem because what I do is fun and makes sense. I can see
the sense in my work, and I can see the final effect with which I can be satisfied.” (R12)

“Ilive my professional life so much that the boundary between personal and professional life has become very
blurred. It is actually one and the same thing. [ used to be a shy person and I have the impression that entering
this path of professional development allowed me to spread my wings a lot. And if I had done it earlier, I
would probably be in a different place today, but there is no regret. Better late than never. I think being a
parent helps me a lot at work. So, I have the impression that there is a strong synergy here, the children are
great, and they support me in that.” (R10)

. “There is no work and there is no life. There is either a life at work or work in life. And I think this is a direction
that is also more and more often... I don’t know if it has started to appear somewhere, that we should forget
about the term work-life balance, because it makes no sense at all, only about quality life, or about other terms
saying that the offline and online world has also ceased to have clear boundaries and we live in both at once,
so we live in private life and at work at once. And this is the future we must learn.” (R3)

“What I certainly take from my professional work, and which is useful in my personal life, is the ability to deal
with difficult, stresstul, low-key, and generally uncomfortable situations. I appreciate punctuality, the ability
to act under time pressure, also soft skills, i.e., character traits that I have acquired over many years of my
work experience and I use it most in my personal life.” (R8)

“I believe that there is no good, effective manager who does not have his passions. If we do not get out of our
bubble, we are only at work, we control everything, we are so closed, so mentally constrained that it cannot
be done. However, I often tell my employees that I was here, I read it and I see that they open their eyes and
some people say in a week “You know what, I was there too. And you were right, thank you for the recom-
mendation”. Well, I like to share knowledge, not only the professional one, but also the knowledge about the
world. And I think that’s why it doesn’t tire me so much. Because everything seems to fit together. It perme-
ates.” (R9)

“Certainly, contact with people, I learned a lot in my work, not only business contact, but also social contact
and social responsibility, because my company invests a lot in CSR. And it opened my eyes that it is also
important and because of small things, you can do something great. And when it comes to contacts, through
meetings, negotiating various contracts —not only in Polish, but also talking to the headquarters, with foreign
partners, it also translated into a private part of my life.” (R11)

 “Certainly, various aspects are here, I have been training sports regularly for 10 years, so it has developed the
habit of regularity. In general, I am an organized person in my private and professional life as well. On the
- other hand, what could have influenced me professionally was the fact that I am generally introverted and do -
not have much ease with interacting with other people. And in my current role I have to work with clients, so
relationships are very important. It was some area that I had relatively underdeveloped and I had to work on
it. This could affect my functioning outside of work. I just had to develop it.” (R14)
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“Such a stillness at work, I must say, also leads to stagnation in life outside work. Maybe it has such an impact
that because there are weeks when I really have nothing to do at work and I am bored and browse the Internet,
I transfer this apathy returning home. I mean, I can sit down and spend the evening doing nothing. Starting
at some stupid programs on TV. However, the previous president, who was much more demanding and in-
deed there was much more to this job and such mental involvement — oh, that’s what I miss now — when you
came back home, you really had some ideas, strength and wanted to do something more.” (R2)

“It seems to me that by playing strategy games as a hobby since my teens, I was able to develop this ability to
be strategically approached at work.” (R11)
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“Flexible working time for sure also the possibilty of remote work. I 1 do not have any meeings or record-
ingson a given day, then I can st at home and actually work from home. This way, saving time for commut-
ing. Simply respecting work-lfe balance, e, tring ot tocall me after 500 pm or when [ have my vacation
entered into the calendar or | am not there.” (R12)

“Yes, 1 think flexibiliy i good word, because i's not about imposing on anyone, for example, 4 days of
remte work, one day of stationary work. Because everyone may have a different ied. But this flexibilty
‘and understanding of different needs s quite important and [ would ike to see it strengthened both on the
side of HR and management. Because  think that giving freedom when it comes tothe syle of work, the type
of work, brings more results than simply puting everyone in one model” (R15)

“I¢s about building an organizational structure around these solutions. Being aware that it is ok that it has
its value, that it s important to us. And 1 also understand that notall people and ot all employces may have
the same approach, but the point is o build this awareness and make it consstent within the orgaization.
S0, it seems o me that this i the most important element for WLB to be sustainable.” (R12)
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“Sucha stillness at work, [ must say, also leads o stagnation in e outside work. Maybe t has such an impact
thatbecause there are weeks when | reall have nothing to doat work and Lam bored and browse the Internet,
Liransfer this apathy returning home. I mean,  can st down and spend the evening doing nothing, Strting
at some stupid programs on TV. However, the previous president, who was much more demanding and in-
deed there was much more o this job and such mental involvement - oh, that's what I miss now - when you
‘came back home, you really had some ideas, strength and wanted to do something more.” (R2)

“Itseems to me that b playing strategy games as a hobby since my teens, [ was able to develop this abliy to
be straegically approached at work.” (RIT)
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“Flexible working time for sure, also the possibility of remote work. If I do not have any meetings or record-
ings on a given day, then I can sit at home and actually work from home. This way, saving time for commut-
ing. Simply respecting work-life balance, i.e., trying not to call me after 5:00 pm or when I have my vacation
entered into the calendar or I am not there.” (R12)

“Yes, I think flexibility is a good word, because it’s not about imposing on anyone, for example, 4 days of
remote work, one day of stationary work. Because everyone may have a different need. But this flexibility
and understanding of different needs is quite important and I would like to see it strengthened both on the
side of HR and management. Because I think that giving freedom when it comes to the style of work, the type
of work, brings more results than simply putting everyone in one model.” (R15)

“It's about building an organizational structure around these solutions. Being aware that it is ok, that it has
its value, that it is important to us. And I also understand that not all people and not all employees may have
the same approach, but the point is to build this awareness and make it consistent within the organization.
So, it seems to me that this is the most important element for WLB to be sustainable.” (R12)






