Learning from a
Natural Experiment

Studying a Corporate Work-Time
o R Policy Initiative

Phyllis Moen, Erin Kelly, and Kelly Chermack:

/ hen we (Erin Kelly and Phyllis Moen) applied for funding to
establish the Flexible Work and Well-Being Center at the Univer-
- sity of Minnesota (as part of a larger National Institutes of Health, Centers
for Disease Control [NTH-CDC] initiative to create an interdisciplinary,
collaborative network on work, families, and health), we saw an oppor-
tunity to engage in a real-world investigation of an actual private-sector
policy change aimed at lessening work-family conflicts and strains. This.
would be far different from simply studying possible associations between
an existing policy and various work-family outcomes. We were interested
inboth (1) the process of organizational change and policy implementation
and (2) the impacts of policy shifts aimed at reducing work-family conflicts
and enhancing employee well-being at different points over the life course.
We were especially drawn to this NIH initiative because it focused on poli-
cies changing work, not on changing employees (by promoting their coping
strategies or teaching them stress-reduction techniques, for example).
Although neither of us had previously initiated a true policy inter-
vention, we have always been drawn to engaged scholarship bridging the
- divide between theory and practice (Van de Ven 2007). The request for
applications from NIH and the National Institute for Occupational Safety
and Health suggested just such a possibility, one that would permit
scholars to address a real-world problem by partnering with practitioners
and stakeholders in the private sector. '
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Our goal in crafting the proposal was to theorize a workplace inter-
vention that could potentially have high impact on employees and their
families. To do so, we drew on our combined knowledge from (1} our
previous research on flexibility policies and practices in organizations and
the adaptive strategies of working families across the life course (e.g., Kelly
2003; Kelly and Kalev 2006; Moen 2003; Moen and Rochling 2005), as
well as (2) the broad literature on workplace policies, job characteristics,
and employee and family well-being, and (3) ongoing discussions with
human resources professionals in corporate settings. How did we go from
this knowledge base to crafting our actual proposal?

Research Problem and Theory Formulation

First, we recognized that most working families and, indeed, most employ-
ees face escalating time pressures, suggesting their need for greater tem-
poral flexibility on the job. But a reduced-hours intervention didn’t make
sense given the secondary status of part-time employees and the reality
‘that most employees need a full-time income. It was equally clear thatan
organizational intervention based on existing flexibility policies would
not be sufficient, since such policies often result in minirnal options for
employees (Kelly and Moen 2007; Still and Strang 2003). We did not
want to invest our time and taxpayers’ money in studying yet one more
policy officially “on the books,” but in fact on the margins. We had pre-
viously observed that flexibility policies are actually available to a rel-
atively small number of employees, often those who are especially
-valued by their employers. Existing flexibility policies may sound promis-
ing, but are not really integrated and legitimated within the culture and
structure of most employing organizations.
Second, we were impressed by evidence from occupational health
psychology, especially Karasek and Theorell’s (1990) findings on the
importance of job control for health. Karasek and Theorell have spawned -
~ alarge body of theory and research (Bosma, Siegrist, and Marmot 1998;
Bourbonnais et al. 1996; Butler, Gasser, and Smart 2004; Butler et al. 2005;
“Cheng et al. 2000; de Jonge et al. 2000; Dwyer and Ganster 1991; Fox,
Dwyer, and Ganster 1993; Hemingway and Marmot 1999; Kristensen
1995, 1996; Landsbergis et al. 1992; Schnall, Landsbergis, and Baker 1994).
Such evidence is also congruent with theories of the importance for
health of self-direction and control more generally (e.g., Bandura 1982;
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Heckhausen and Schulz 1995; Rodin 1986). Still other studies report
findings that do not support Karasek and Theorell’s job strain model in
certain populations or with certain health outcomes (Evans and Steptoe
2002; Marshall, Sayer, and Barnett 1997). Our own research (e.g., Kim,
Moen, and Min 2003; Moen, Waismel-Manor, and Sweet 2003; Roehling,
Moen, and Batt 2003) also pointed to the importance of employees having
flexibility and control over the time and timing of their work, Taken
together, this diffuse set of studies and theoretical developments; along
with mounting evidence of the increasing time pressures on employees
at work and at home, suggested that an ideal policy intervention in the

- corporate sector would be flexibility plus, with the “plus” being employees’
greater self-direction and control over their working time,

Third, we knew that some employees—especiaily those higher up
occupational status ladders—already have considerable control over
where and when they work. Scholars have previously shown (in mostly
cross-sectional research) that control over the time and timing of work

- matters in predicting some outcomes (e.g., work-family conflict, work-life
balance, schedule control; see Baltes and Heydens-Gahir 2003; Day and
Chamberlain 2006; Linzer et al. 2002; Madsen 2003; Tausig and Fenwick .
2001; Valcour and Batt 2003}, but is it because those who have control
over their time are also advantaged in other ways?

After many discussions with colleagues and graduate students, Moen

‘and Kelly keyed in on the time and timing of work as a critical issue for
employees, especiaily those with family responsibilities. We theorized the
tmportance of employees’ control over the time and timing of their work
as one—if not the most—important mechanism for reducing employees’
work-family conflicts, strains, and overloads. S

In Karasek’s (1979) job strain model, job control refers to employees’
skill discretion and decisionmaking authority, that is, their control over
how the work is done. It does not attend to employees’ control over when
and where the work is done. We believe that control over work time is yet

-another dimension of control in the world of work, providing an important
complement to the concept of job control. Control over work time (also
called work-time control) is defined as the flexibility and discretion that
employees have regarding the number of hours they work, the schedules
(or timing) of their work, the predictability of their work hours if the
employees are not choosing their schedules, and sometimes control over

- the location where they work, which affects their co mmuting time (Kelly

and Moen 2007; Kim et al. 2003; Moen and Spencer 2008}, This concept
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reaches beyond flextime to a broader understanding of employees’ control
over the temporal conditions of their work.
Moreover, while job control is traditionally theorized in the job strain
model as especially important for employees facing high job demands
(Karasek and Theorell 1990), work-time control may be particularly
important for employees with high family or job demands or both, since
it offers employees greater ability to organize their work hours and/or work
location in response to family and personal needs as well s work demands.
Based on the existing job control research and previous research on
schedule control and flexibility (Barnett and Brennan 1995; Carayon and
Zijlstra 1999; Kim et al. 2003; Kossek, Lautsch, and Eaton 2005; Roehling
etal. 2003; Thomas and Ganster 1995), we proposed a policy intervention
designed to enhance employees’ control over the time and timing of their
work, theorizing that greater work-time control should reduce the chronic
stressors of work-family strains and conflicts, as well as time pressures
on and off the job. '
We proposed a mutltilevel intervention study grounded in an ecology
of the life-course theoretical framing (Kelly and Moen 2007; Moen .
and Chesley 2008; Moen, Elder, and Luescher 1995; Moen, Kelly, and
. Magennis 2008), as well as stress process theory (Pearlin 1989, 1999; Pearlin
etal. 1981). Our policy intervention would be framed in conjunction with

- stakeholders from a partnering firm and would be aimed at enhancing
employees’ work-time control, what we saw as a theoretically motivated
yet pragmatic intervention goal.

We hypothesized that increasing employees’ control over the time and
timing of their work would be associated with less work-family conflict,
greater time adequacy, and better health-related behavior and well-being
outcomes, over and above other conditions characterizing employees’ job
and family ecologies. Moreover, we expected that employees in different

“job and family ecologies (including their team configurations, occupations,
and supervisory statuses, as well as their family statuses, ages, and life
stages) might well experience both greater need for and greater benefits
from increased control over their work hours and schedules. This is
because of the particular confluence of demands and resources at home
and on the job for employees in different occipations and job levels, as
well as at different points in their life courses. Specifically, we were (and are)
interested in effects of greater work-time control on employees at different
levels in the organizational hierarchy, as well as employees who differ by
gender, family, age, and life stage: young single employees with no children,
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single parents, married mothers and fathers actively raising young chil-

dren, and married employees with no children at home, as well as those

caring for an aging, infirm parent or a child with special needs and older

employees thinking about retirement. We are also interested in similar-

ities and differences, within and across occupational levels and teams, in

the implementation of such a policy offering employees greater control
~over their work time.

We theorized an intervention that challenges the existing temporal
organization of jobs by encouraging working practices designed to increase
all employees’ degree of control over the time, timing, and scheduling of
their work. This intervention would not, however, be a “one size {its all”
policy or a single “treatment.” Rather, it reflects a process of replacing
institutionalized clockworks with an emphasis on the quality of the job
done. We envisioned this process of rethinking the temporal organiza-
tion of work as taking place at the work-group level. This process is, of

- necessity, clearly tailored to the requirements of the type of work being
accomplished. Our “dream” policy initiative would move away from the
metric of time {(of equating being “at work” with working), rewarding
employees for their productivity and accomplishments, not simply
their presence. We hypothesized that such a policy shift would serve to

legitimate a more family-friendly and flexible corporate environment
that; in turn, could enhance the well-being and effectiveness of employ-
ees at home and at work, as well as life quality of their partners and

- children. '

Research Design

Given that the goal of the first phase of the NIH-CDC collaborative
network was to conduct pilot work, our stated aims were to pilot test
the implementation and impacts of a work-time control intervention by
conducting a field experiment involving longitudinal (before and after
© intervention) research, using a range of both qualitative and quantitative
methods. We proposed to investigate the implementation process as well
as the process by which scholars can develop and sustain a long-term
research partnership with key stakeholders within a corporation.

We were (and are) aware of no previous studies of private-sector policy
interventions that have the enhancement of employees’ control over the
time and timing of their work as their primary goal. Accordingly, we
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discussed several possible alternatives among ourselves and our graduate
students and broached these ideas with several of our corporate human
resource contacts in the Twin Cities area. As we prepared the proposal
to be submitted to NIH, we faced two related challenges: developing a
work-time control policy intervention that would be powerful enough
to actually matter for employees and their families while simultaneously
finding a corporate partner willing to launch such a broad-scale organi-
. zational design change and let us study the effects on employees. We aimed
for a major reorganization and redesign of managing, moving away from
clocking employees’ time. Such a redesign could be legitimated as “the
- way we work here” at an organization willing to partner with us. Note
that we recognized that such a private-sector business policy offering
employees greater control over when (and sometimes where) they work
comes with two important caveats: employers might reasonably cede some
control over work time to employees, provided the specific changes were
tailored to {it various types of jobs and employees remained productive,
- meeting or exceeding the requirements of their jobs.

Despite our underlying concerns about access, we were sufficiently
networked into the corporate community in the Minneapolis-St. Paul
region to feel that it might just be possible to develop, roll out, and study
an innovative work-time policy that would actually make a difference to
the quality of life of employees and their families.

Muitiple Challenges

To summarize, our objective was to develop and undertake successful
research in a corporate setting, focused on investigating an intervention
that would increase employees’ discretion over {or at least predictability
about} when they work, and sometimes where they work and to do so
within an ecology of the life-course framework. Only after receiving sup-
port for this project from the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development did we fully recognize its Janus-faced nature: the
- need for focusing on good science by maintaining the highest scholarly
- research standards, while simultaneously cooperating with our partners
within a corporate environment.
In the following sections we draw on observational and interview
‘materials (our own, as well as systematic field notes from graduate students
on the research team, including Samantha Ammons and Kelly Chermack)
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to capture the challenges of this double focus. We describe some of the
difficulties and accommodations but also some of the rewards and
lessons learned from research in a corporate environment. These include’
(1) gaining access to a corporation willing to consider and pilot test an
initiative offering employees greater work-time control, (2) dealing with
multiple, often conflicting timetables, and (3) implementing a rigorous
research design that can offer the best scientific evidence. We conclude
with (4) a brief overview of some early findings and (5) the usefulness for
good science of engaged research in corporate settings.

Gaining Access: Developing a Corporate Partnership
Serendipity

Robert Merton wrote about the importance of serendipity in research
(see Merion and Barber 2004}, along with the fact that scholars rarely
explicitly acknowledge accidental discoveries or circumstances as key
ingredients of the research process. Our experience gives credence to
his serendipity thesis: being at the right place and the right time for the
“accident” to occur. Early in 2005 (see timeline, tigure 5.1) we {Moen
- and Kelly) were doing our “dog and pony” presentation to interest cor-
porations in this project (should it be funded). Members of an informal -
_ “think tank” of work-life practitioners and researchers that we participate
in were invited to come to a presentation by two members of this group,
- Cali Ressler and Jody Thompson, who were employed at the headquarters
of Best Buy, a large retail corporation headquartered in the Twin Cities.
We sat stunned as they laid out ingredients of what sounded very much
like our ideal work-time control intervention. We dared not even look
at one another across the room because we were at once startled, pleased,
and excited about the fit between the Best Buy innovation called ROWE
(results-only work environment) and our own thinking about the impor-
tance of enhancing employees’ control over the time and timing of their
- work. Both of us were thinking, “What a lucky coincidence! Could ROWE
be our intervention? Could the stakeholders of Best Buy become our
partners?”

ROWE was developed as an internal orgamzatmnal intervention at Best
Buy. It was designed to move employees and supervisors from existing,
implicit contracts about the expected amounts of time at work toward a
more explicit contract based on what is required by the job and what are
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appropriate measures of employees’ effectiveness in the job. Teams tran-
sitioning from conventional time-based work practices to a ROWE
arrangement aim to foster an environment where employees are free to
complete their work whenever and wherever, provided they are productive
and doing what works best to accomplish the tasks at hand, as well as
each team’s longer-term goals. This type of working environment shifts
the spotlight away from time-oriented measures of work success (how
many hours a worker put in last week; how much time she spent on a
given task) to a completely results-based appraisal of productivity and
accomplishment. With the ROWE innovation, Best Buy aims to change
the temporal organization of work, shifting to an environment where
employees have the tools (ways to roll over phone calls, etc.) they need to
accomplish their assigned objectives while simultaneously giving them the
freedom to accomplish their tasks with whatever type of work schedule
Jisbest for them. The participatory process in which teams create a new work
environment—with new expectations, assumptions, and interaction
 practices-—is called the ROWE “migration.” Table 5.1 describes the dif-
- ferences between the ROWE innovation and existing ways most employees
work. (See also Kelly and Moen 2007 for a discussion of how ROWE con-
trasts with common flexible work arrangements. )

Note that nowhere does the ROWE initiative mention work-family
issues. This is deliberate on the part of its creators, as a way of niot pigeon-
holing ROWE as yet another “mother” friendly or even “family” friendly
initiative. Rather, the rationale for the ROWE innovation emphasizes
. better work results for the firm by moving away from working time as a
gauge of effectiveness. It is an innovation meant to be applicable to all
employees at all job levels, regardless of their family or personal circum-
stances, and to be understood as a strategy for recruiting and retaining a
skilled workforce. '

We immediately recognized the potential value of ROWE as a trans-
formative policy challenging the existing temporal design of paid work and
fostering an environment that might reduce employees” work-family
conflicts and offer the possibility of greater work-family (or work-life)
integration. As work-family, policy, and life-course scholars, we find
- ROWE particularly promising because, as Ellen Ernst Kossek and Brian

Distelberg (this volume) write, it incorporates the “three-legged stool”
of reducing work-family conflict through human resource policy, infor-
mal organizational culture, and rethinking the structure of work (see also
Kossek 2006). '



Table 5.1. What is ROWE?
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Rgsulls-unlv work environment. A transformation spotfighting and rewarding productivity
and job requirements, not time at work or scheduding, and customized at the work-group

level.

From

To

A focus on work hours
{just being there or “face time”) _
Supervisor sets hours, schedules

Meetings are a regular part of work
‘routing
Reliance on face-to-face interaction

A "reactive” erientation, dealing
with crises as they occur
Flexibility arrangements nagotiated
between individual and supervisor

It work needs are met, presence is
still required

Essential ingredient: tracking
employees’ time spent working

Problematic: absenteeism, tardiness,
presenteeism

A focus on job requirements (doing work well
and on time)

Individual and team set hours, work times,
schedliles :

Meetings held only as needed

Varied methods of virtual and transparent
cofmmunication

Proactive, early planning to avoid crises where
possible

Flexibility is the norm. Team members

- cross-train to cover for one another and set

schedules :

Gustomized work time and schedules aimed at
achieving goals

Essential ingredient: defining specific nature of
fob and expectations .

Problematic: not meeting job deadtines,
expectations

Timing

ROWE metall of the criteria that we had laid out for a potentially power-
{ul intervention targeting employees’ control over the time and timing
of their work. We quickly met with the innovators at Best Buy (Jody
Thompson and Cali Ressler, now of CultureRx) to discuss the feasibility of
a possible research partnership. Our argument went like this: The research
team from the University of Minnesota (UMN) could promise Best Buy
an objective, outside assessment of ROWE, while Best Buy could serve as
our corporate partner in our NIH-funded research. Because this partner
had already developed what amounted to a work-time control policy
innovation, this was truly an “experiment of nature” (Bronfenbrenner
1979), taking place whether or not we studied it. The frustration was that
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fody Thompson and Cali Ressler were ready to roll out ROWE before we

could know if our proposal would be funded. We decided not to wait,

hiring graduate students with funds from the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation

 (after seeking the approval of program director Kathy Christensen for
this reallocation of existing support) in order to begin observing the ROWE
migration right away.

But first we had to obtain the cooperation and buy-in of Best Buy
management, someone at the senior level who could and would endorse

- the UMN/Best Buy partnership, including giving members of the research
team access to the organization. We sought approval not only to inter-
view and survey a sample of employees, but also to be allowed into the
organization, permitted to attend ROWE sessions, and observe work
groups, Our goal was not only to study the impact of ROWE on particular
outcomes, but fo capture the process of organizational transformation
as ROWE was introduced, rolled out, interpreted, and implemented by
work teams, individual emoployees, and supervisors.

We met with a vice president at Best Buy who signed off on the study
and our access to the corporate headquarters. We were pleasantly sur-
prised at the ease of our first entry, which was clearly facilitated by Ressler,
Thompson, and their staff. As we discuss later on, there were some chal-

‘lenges once other officials from the two institutions (i.c., attorneys) got
involved, but the initial entry and partnership was quite simple to
negotiate.

Ongoing observation was key, given that ROWE involves a process of
migration, not a one-shot treatment, and is implemented at the team

' level. We observed ROWE facilitators holding periodic meetings over a
period of weeks: first with the leaders of a work group (team), then with
all the members of the group, including the leaders. We were in the room
when group members worked through what it would mean for their team,
given its mission, to focus on results, not time at work. In these sessions
we watched as employees and supervisors brainstormed about barriers
~ and possibilities, as well as strategies to be more effective by getting rid of
“low-value” work (such as regular meetings that have no real purpose) and
focusing on the results expected of the team, as well as of each employee.
Throughout the period of migration, employees and supervisors exper-
Iimented and reported back in the ROWE sessions as they attempted to
change the way they worked over a period of weeks. We regularly sat in

“on these sessions, following teams through the migration process and

observing the transformation as it was taking place.
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Throughout the research process we walked a fine line between creat-
ing an atmosphere of openness and trust while simultancously keeping
our distance. We remained somewhat friendly, but not friends, with peo-
ple at Best Buy throughout the years of data collection. We knew and con-
veyed to our partners that, unlike some consultants they might hire, we
were independent academic researchers, funded by the federal govern-
ment, and would report findings based on the best scientific analysis,
which might well include evidence they might not want to hear. That said,
the trust that developed on both sides of the partnership was invaluable.

Even though we kept a degree of social distance, graduate student field
researchers “adopted” teams to study in depth, developing much closer
ties to tearn members, The development of relationships with employees
they were observing and shadowing lead to enhanced communication,
acceptance, and becoming “one of the team.” There were many aspects
of these relationships that made our graduate student researchers truly
feel like participants as much as observers. They were invited to team
lunches, team-development outings, off-campus meetings, birthday
celebrations, and even a baby shower. This led to ongoing discussions
among our research team about the process, ethics, and implications of
© participant-observation research.

The graduate student researchers also became closer to the leadership
'~ team rolling out ROWE. Two examples from field notes during obser-
vations of ROWE sessions show this:

She [a facilitator, who worked with Thompson and Ressler] said hello to me and
1 said hi back. We did the usual, haven’t seen you in a while deal and asked how
things had been. She . . . commented to me that [two of the facilitators} are in
Mexico and that [another facilitator] is really sick, so she’d be doing this session
on ' her own and that she was pretty nervous. I told her not to worry, that she’'d do
fine and took a seat in the back of the room near the door.

One thing that T found particularly interesting about this group was that
[the facilitator] began to use the word “we” 2 lot. She would say things like, “we’re
going to show you a short video. . .” And, “look ever at the charts we putup...”
Since T've gotten in the habit of helping her figure out A/V issues and help put up
and take down her giant stickies before the sessions, she has said to me a number
of times that, “we make a good team . . . and she doesn’t know what she would do
without my help. . .” :

_ This hands-on participant observation led to a fuller understanding
+ of the social ecology of employees in teams transitioning to ROWE, as
well as those in comparison-group teams who were not yet migrating.
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Employees were able to share a tremendous amount of information
because the graduate student interviewers already had insider knowledge
and understanding of the dynamics of the team and each employee’s
unique time pressures. When the graduate students conducted semi-
structured, in-depth interviews, several employees commented that it
wasn’t so much that they were being “interviewed” as it was having a long
“chat” with a familiar individual.

Lesson 1: The Importance of Relationships

Our experience underscores the importance for conducting workplace
research of seeking out and Mmaintaining ongoing ties with professionals
- employed within corporations. We knew Thompson and Ressler only
slightly prior to becoming Best Buy’s research partner, but our participa-
. tion in the local work-family network (of human resource professionals
and academics) was key to even Iearning about their initiative. We had
already envisioned this group as a potential source of partnerships, and
this turned out to be the case. '

Fostering trust and deeper connections with Ressler, Thompson, and
other stakeholders at Best Buy was essential to gaining and maintaining
access. We were up front about research progress and our inability to offer
tentative findingsearly. Best Buy folks were equally open about the ROWE
implementation. Relationships that we developed with other leaders in
the organization, as well as with the employees who participated in the
field research, provided valuable information and insight.

Manag.ing Multiple Timetables

Even though we believed in and were studying ways people could loosen
time constraints, ourresearch team ifself operated under considerable time
pressures, exacerbated by multiple, overlapping, and sometimes contra-
dictory timetables. Study design requirements necessitated collecting
ethnographic evidence at Best Buy’s corporate campus right away, because -
we wanted to capture the entire ROWE implementation process, Since our
corporate partner was rolling out ROWE on their timetable, not ours, we
had to fashion our research effort around their timetable (see figure 5.1).

Then there are the timetables related to good science. Before we could
begin, we needed permission from the institutional review board (IRB)
- at the University of Minnesota, which required evidence that the proposed
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research would not harm human subjects. Did we need the IRB approval -
before we could even sit in on Best Buy meetings? We weren’t sure, but
thought we should proceed as if it were necessary, delaying our entry into
the field. And then there was the research imperative of launching a pretest
survey with our target sample before they were to undergo the ROWE
migration, necessitating cobbling together a survey, which could not be
launched prior to approval by the IRB. The Janus-faced aspects of this -
project in the form of conflicting timetables were becoming evident.

There were also the UMN’s own timetables, requiring teaching and
committee meetings for Kelly and Moen and classes for graduate students.
We laughed at the contradictions of doing research on an innovation
designed to give employees more work-time control, while the actual
research process was creating layers of deadlines and time pressures for
all the members of the research team.

The different cultures of research and business became even more
evident when dealing with attorneys at UMN and at Best Buy who aimed
to create a formal agreement for the research partnership. We had waited

- for IRB approval before beginning the study, but decided to let both legal
representatives fashion the officially authorized nature of the research
partnership even as we simultaneously moved into the field. We were
wise to allow the attorneys to work this out, since their cautious pace
would have seriously slowed the research. :

There were also timetables related to employees’ expectations. For.
example, people at Best Buy wanted to know “what we were finding”
almost as soon as we started our observations. After each survey, several
respondents asked what we “had found.” We recognized that even as we
knew little about organizational processes, employees knew little about
research processes—the time it takes to clean and code survey data, much
less to transcribe and code in-depth interviews and field notes. Employees
in this corporation are used to brief internal surveys and equally brief
descriptive summaries of findings that are available right away. They
were amazed at how slow we were. '

- Lesson 2: Research Takes Place on a Moving Platform
of Obligations, Expectations, and Change

As our timeline indicates (see figure 5.1), the researchers and the stake-
holders {management, the innovation team, employee respondents)
faced numerous pressures throughout the study period. Sometimes we
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found ourselves and our colleagues at Best Buy facing similar time pres-
sures. But whether concurrent or staggered, these pressures affected the
research process as we moved back and forth between business and
academic timetables.

Moreover; the “targets” we were studying did not stand still. Best Buy
was moving into new markets (such as China), dealing with external
challenges, and designing new stores and delivery systeins. There was one
bout of extensive layoffs. The lives of employees were similarly in flux,

“with 45 members of our sample voluntarily leaving the corporation. Those
who stayed experienced a plethora of life changes in the six months between
our two surveys (see figure 5.2).

Implementing a Rigorous Research Design

The proposal we submitted to NIH called for a multi-method field
experiment, including two waves of surveys completed by employees and
managers in both ROWE and comparison teams. The objectives of the
surveys are to assess the potential impacts of a work-time control inter-
vention ona range of possible outcomes, including changes in employees’
perceptions of work-time control; their actual behavior regarding when
and where they work; employees’ work-family conflicts and other aspects
of the work-family interface; employees” health and health-related behav-
iors; and employees’ job satisfaction, commitment, turnover-expec-
tations, involvement, and perceptions of the organization. These two
. computer-based surveys would constitute the main data source for out-
come Mmeasures. _
 We also requested access to administrative data collected by the
corporation, which would permit us to capture any “harder” outcomes,
- such as changes in actual health care usage and costs and changes in pro-
ductivity measures or turnover. We were eventually able to obtain some
institutional health records and turnover statistics from Best Buy, but
the organization was unwilling to share other data related to productivity.
Qur research design also called for analysis of the organizational process
of implementation. We did this by observing the implementation of
ROWE through daily team observations including shadowing and by
doing in-depth interviews with team members. Since understanding the
actual process of ROWE implementation required ethnographic observa-
tions (as well as in-depth interviews) over time, four study-tearn members
(the authors and two graduate students, Kelly Chermack and Samantha
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Figure 5.2. Life Changes of Employees in the Six Months between
Surveys (percent)

Birth/adoption

Home bought

Child moved out

Geographic move
Married/cohabiting |
Separate’d/divorb_ed 5

Death of loved one

Serious iliness of loved one
Own serious illness &

Loved one needihg care in the home &
Leved one in care facility &5
Job ¢hanged at Best Buy

| Spouse/partner lost job
Spouse/panner changed job

Other {family/personal change)

Source: Authors’ data and catculations.

Ammons) sought and obtained regular access to the headquarters campus.
Our 16 months of fieldwork and mterviewing at Best Buy was a unique
experience. As Susan Lambert (this volume) discusses, such workplace
 field research allows for important insights into the everyday work of
employees, insights crucial to our understanding of the work environment
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and its challenges. Our multi-method approach provided us with a vast
knowledge of workers’ daily tasks, behaviors, attitudes, and experiences
that we would not have otherwise been able to comprehend, further
enabling our understanding of the impacts of the work-time control
innovation.

Confidentiality was absolutely crucial to the research process, both
for ethical reasons and to maximize the validity of our evidence. All
respondents (surveyed, interviewed, or shadowed) received written and
oral assurances of full confidentiality. We guaranteed that any informa-
tion we collected would be kept strictly confidential. Not only would we

 use pseudonyms for employees in publications, but we assured respondents
that no identifying information would make it back to their supervisors
or colleagues. We feel that our assurances of confidentiality, together
with the climate of trust we actively fostered, allowed many of our study
sample, particularly those who completed in-depth interviews, to really
open up and share their perspectives without the worry of potential job
penalties. The research also benefited from the company’s identity as an
organization that values transparency and open communication. While
employees did not always experience the cooperation of their managers
as open and transparent, they had been repeatedly exposed to the idea
that it is part of Best Buy’s culture to be open and transparent.

Our original research design mapped nicely onto the ROWE innova-
tion, with the important exception that we were not able to randomize
employees into an experimental and a control group. Rather than launch-
ing a true field experiment (e.g., Willer and Walker 2007), we were priv-
ileged to observe what Bronfenbrenner (1979; see also Bronfenbrenner
and Crouter 1983) calls an “experiment of nature,” or what Van de Ven
(2007) terms a “quasi-experiment,” occurring ready-made at Best Buy
without any involvement on our part.

" The process of choosing teams to observe; survey, interview, and shadow
required both patience and persistence. The basic order of events began
with Thompson and Ressler identifying teams that might soon undergo
the ROWE migration, as well as teams whose ROWE migration was not
imminent, so these tcams could serve as comparison groups. Usually
after the researchers had tentatively selected a team, Thompson or Ressler
would approach the team manager and the refevant vice president to

- see whether they might be willing to have their unit participate in the
research. If the manager and the vice president were willing to cooperate,
a meeting between them, Thompson and Ressler, and our UMN team
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was then arranged. During this meeting, the UMN team was able to meet
with these parties to ascertain whether there was a fit and an agreement
from all parties. We then set up another meeting with the manager and
employees in that team and our graduate student researchers so they
could all get to know one another, and the researchers could introduce
the informed consent and participation requirements in more depth. For
_the most part, everyone—vice presidents, managers, and line employees—
was cooperative and very willing to participate. We had a*few vice
presidents who expressed some concern over just how much of their
employees” time we would consume. Aside from that, we experienced
very little hesitation or resistance on the part of employees, supervisors,
or corporate leaders.

Fitting In

In April of 2005, we were able to begin our observations. Although the -
timelines for starting the study sometimes felt slow and frustrating,
this was only four months after we first learned about ROWE. When
‘we received our electronic badges we were allowed to come and go
at the Best Buy headquarters campus as we pleased, using the employee
entrance and not being considered visitors (who had to be escorted)
anymore. It was exciting to be somewhat “official.” Our badges were
green, indicating that we were independent contractors, not regular
employees. But they were legitimate, giving us a sense of legitimacy as
well. Still, getting in did not mean fitting in. Because we knew that we
were interlopers, we felt that everyone else must know it too. Our field-
notes underscore this discomfort.

" Attending a leadership panel. We arrived a little early and entered into the ramp.
After chatting 2 while in the car, we headed into the north entrance. My badge
worked fine and Phyllis’s set off the alarm but a crowd of 4 or 5 people deliberately
set off the alarm as  joke, pointing at a woman in their group with big smiles when
the guards looked up. So Phyllis’s alarm wasn’t too obtrusive. She got her badge
easily, and we chatted about the thrill of being semi-official and free in the corporate
setting. We waited a few minutes, and I fele awkward because we weren’t going

- anywhere or working in the public spaces. So even though there is plenty of room
to “hang out,” hanging out and looking around makes 1 feef unproductive and
awkward. '

Observing in the common areas. It feels weird and kind of thrilling to be walking
around in the building without an escort. T am excited to have my green badge but
still feel that it must be obvious to everyone that I don’t really belong there. As we
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sat there, 1 felt awkward because we were not talking enough to be “normal” in
that space. Sam (graduate student} was looking around with more intention than
I was. 1 was aware of the security guard who could see us and seemed, to me at
least, to be watching us and eur note-taking. I realized I had a half smile plastered
onmy face. ..

Another challenge that we faced as academics being thrust into a
 large corporate organization was getting a grasp of its organizational
culture. From our first visit to Best Buy, we faced the task of learning
about the organizational culture through our own observations and expe-
riences. We had to grow accustomed to their rhythm of work. For exam-
ple, there is the “seven-minute rule.” We would arrive at a scheduled
session on time, only to watch employees file in between six and seven
minutes late.

We also had to learn an entirely new vocabulary. During ROWE
training and subsequent team adoption sessions, we took notes while
simultaneously trying to understand the process and terminology.
“Drivebys” (coworkers randomly stopping by an employee’s cube) and
“firedrills” (last-minute deadlines that require employees to drop what they
are currently working on and “put out the fire”) are examples of aspects

“of this culture that we could only learn by watching and listening. But
learning their language and culture was key to conducting optimal in-depth
interviews because respondents assumed correctly that we “knew” their
daily work lives and routines and what they were talking about.

Ambiguous Identities

Early in the process, collecting data sometimes seemed awkward because
we did not have any official role at meetings. Even though we planned to
introduce the study at each session and the facilitators agreed to give us
two minutes to do so, we were not always introduced, and even when we
were it sometimes felt awkward. Whether it was being ignored or being
put on the spot, we often felt the anxiety of being different from everyone
‘else. Examples abound from notes about attending various sessions.

I was looking around the room and caught Tyler looking at me once and then
quickly glancing away when he noticed 1 saw him. I took fewer notes than 1
usually did and tried to fade away into the wall as much as possible. I felt REALLY
uncomfortable.

We're already way into this meeting and Jody has not asked me to introduce
nryself. Obviously the group knows I don’t belong there, but no one asks me who
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T am. Half of the time Jody and Cali forget to have me introduce nmyyself, but with
a group this small, it’s a little awkward. ’'m never sure what [ should do though,
so I continue to sit there quietly.

I feel like everyone expects us to take notes during the sessions, we're there to
observe those sessions. But, I feel weird about writing notes before and after
sessions or during the casual conversation that Sam and I witnessed with Jody and

. the HR staff . . . P'm not sure which is better, to witness the conversation and then
try and get down as many notes as possible after, or risk writing during the con-
versation, knowing that people may be more likely to say less and censor thelr
comments with us in the room writing.

' Sometimes we felt very visible, as when our securlty badges expired
because of a computer error and no longer granted us access to the
‘organization.

I’'m entering the parking ramp at 8:30 and [ have a ton of cars behind me, and my
badge won’t let me in. I thought about pushing the red button and asking to be
let in, but I wasn’t sure what to say or if they’d even let me in. . . Iwasn’t sure what
to do, and 1 was contemplating just going home. But, this was the day I was sup-
posed to shadow Dick and [ had already rescheduled once and didn’t want to bail
on this day. I got out my cell phone and called 411 and asked for the Best Buy
corporate office. When the opérator at Best Buy answered, 1 asked for Cerinne
(she’s always here this early) and told the operator that I couldn’t remember her
_extension. She gave me the number and then offered to connect me'. . . Corinne -
_answered, thank god, and I told her the situation. She said to just come to the
. visitor's entrance and then she’d come down and get me, which is what T was going
to ask her to do. I apologized to her and she said that “you’re funny” and that it
~ would be no problem to come and get me. [ parked in the visitor’s lot and headed
to that entrance, '

Events like this reminded us that our access was a “gift” and could be
rescinded at any time. :

In an effort to reduce the amount of employees’ time we consumed
we tried to be accommaodating to their schedules, keeping the interviews
as short as possible. However, it took about an hour for the interviews
for those in the comparison groups, and an hour to an hour and a half
to intérview members of the treatment groups. We interviewed everyone
twice, before and after the ROWE migration. Paying special attention to
employees’ needs and time constraints sometimes meant splitting up the
interview into two parts or ending the interview and resuming it later if
need be. We made every effort to be sensitive and responsive to time
|pressures. '

. Dick, a 27-year-old white male buyer, had told me beforchand that, although we'd
reserved an hour for this interview, it was really difficult for him to give that
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arount of time right now. I thought about rescheduling, but it had been difficult
to schedule with him in the ficst place and I didn’t want to risk it. So [ decided that
we could go ahead and do this interview now, even if it ends up being short. Tdid .
feel a little rushed to read a question, wait for a brief answer, and then move to the
next question.

We also tried to be sensitive about having graduate students shadow-
ing employees: spending an entire day with an individual, attending his
or her meetings, observing desk work, having lunch with him or her, and
so on. Our goal was to garner as much information as possible during
our limited time at Best Buy while interfering with employees’ daily
work as little as possible. As an example from shadowing notes shows,
we made every effort to observe employees in their work environments
in an unobtrusive way.

Seriously, when do these people use the restroom? Maybe it’s just because [ drink

alotall day, but they never seem to go. Daphne, a 35-year-old white fernale buyer,

told me once before that sometimes she just doesn’t have the time to go; 1 can’t
even imagine that!!!

As we, the researchers, and our subjects, the employees, became more
comfortable, being there became even easier. After a while, the grad-
uate student researchers were just another part of the usual scenery
and were able to ask questions, participate in water-cooler gossip, and
attend meetings and lunches just as if they belonged there. Once it
seemed normal to have us there, our own stress at feeling 1ntru51ve
slowly disappeared.

Shadowing employees proved to be 51mpler than we had thought.
Most employees were happy to have us follow them around. In fact, a
number of them found it comforting to have an unbiased individual to

confidentially “vent” to throughout the day. Most of the time, employees
would share their own commentaries and thoughts about how a meeting
went or how much they liked or disliked a coworker or supervisor. This
gets back to the importance of trust: Some of the employees tried to skirt
the shadowing, but eventually everyone we needed agreed to participate.
There were also employees who, at the mention of the possibility of being
shadowed, could not wait for. it to happen. One of our rescarchers spent
- the day with Grant, a 27-year-old man who was a demand planner in
marketing, for instance, when another employee actually asked if she
could also be shadowed.

When we were done with copies, we swung by Reese’s desk so that she could take
a look at the finished handouts, Reese actually remembers my name and exactly
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what I'm doing here. I'd only met her a couple of times, and [ was impressed.
Grant told her about how [ was shadowing him today. “I want you to follow me!”
- she said.

In relation to our own sensitivities about their time, we began to notice
when employees were under a great deal of time pressure and stress. The
marketing teams especially had weekly deadlines and updates for which
they were responsible. This created stress and used up a large amount of
their time, and the process was repeated week after week. The teams in
marketing faced unique weekly time pressures, aside from the cyclical
~ stress of holiday preparations and quarterly and annual reports. On a
- weekly basis they spent most of the day on Monday preparing reports
.on sales from the previous week and adjusting their forecasts for the
upcoming week. They also encountered increased stress on Friday when
they had stores calling for last-minute increases in shipments for the
weekend. We attempted to be sensitive to the ebb and flow of their time
pressures and worked with their schedules as best we could. This meant
extending our stay with some teams to be sure we had gathered all the
data we needed. Rescheduling interviews and shadowing, as well as
rescheduling our own meetings, tended to draw out this process longer
than we had expected. _

This is part of the balance required with any study partnership.
There are obvious goals for and challenges to both parties. And we were
acutely aware of the tenuousness of our situation. At any moment, the
organization, the teams, or the people we were observing could with-
- draw from the research process, or even kick us out of the organization
entirely. This awareness made us even morte sensitive about our presence
on campus and our level of intrusiveness. There was, however, never
an instance of our legitimacy being questioned. We were never told
. that we could not do something. The cooperation that we experienced
was incredible.

Lesson 3: Aim at Minimal Intrusiveness

It is often said that the business of business is business. Just being on the
Best Buy campus reinforced this fact; people were there to do their jobs,
not to participate in our study. While research was of course our priority,
it was not theirs. Accordingly, we tried to reduce our visibility and “foot-
print” by being minimally intrusive and accommodating our research
needs to emplovees’ availability. o
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Does ROWE Make a Difference? Early Survey Findings

Recall that the aim of the UMN study was to assess whether working in
a ROWE environment changes the nature and quality of employees’ work
experiences, reduces conflict between employees’ work and their family
or personal lives, affects employees’ health and health-related behaviors,
and alters their commitment to and perceptions of the organization.
We briefly summarize early findings from two surveys of 658 employees
conducted six months apart. Characteristics of this sample are shown in
table 5.2.

The sample is divided roughly equally between employees whose teams
began the ROWE migration just after the first survey and a comparison
group of employees in teams who were not yet slated for ROWE at the
time the surveys were launched. We compare differences between the
ROWE and comparison-group respondents in terms of any changes
employees experienced in the six months spanning the period before and
after the ROWE migration. '

We find no statistically significant differences between ROWE and
comparison-group respondents in terms of changes (in the six months
between pre- and post-study surveys) in the hours they put in on the
job, their income adequacy, or any positive spillover from work to fam-
ily or from family to work. Neither do we see any meaningful difference
in the shifts between waves in the level of negative spillover from family
to work. Analysis to date has also not detected significant ROWE effects
on changes in employees’ satisfaction with their managers or coworkers,
in their assessments of their own individual and their teams’ perfor-
mance, or in their decision authority on the job. Not significant, as well,
are ROWE versus comparison-group changes in employees’ overall
assessment of their health, their psychological distress or well-being,
their emotional exhaustion, their sense of mastery, or their number ol
physical symptoms. '

We do, however, find evidence that ROWE has statistically significant
impact on changes in employees’ sense of control over their work time, their
decisions about where and when they work, their sense of work-family
conflict, some aspects of their health and wellness, and their work pressures
and commitment. The evidence is particularly convincing because
we examine changes within people over the six-month peried, finding
different patterns of change for ROWE and comparison employees.
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Table 5.2. Sample Characteristics of Those Participating in Two Survey
Waves {percent)

Men Women
Total n=339 n=319
Characteristic =658 {51.5%) (48.5%)
Family situation _
Mot married, no children . 302 301 : 30.4
Married, no children {or none at home) 34.8 34.2 354
Children at home {mostly married) ' 35.0 35.7 S 342
Age group : '
2029 . _ 45.3 424 485
30-39 39.2 409 37.3
40-60 ' 155 16.7 142
Job level . _
individual contributor : - 663 63.4% 69.3
Manager : 19.8 19.8 197
Senior manager _ 14.0 16.8 11.0
Exempt status .
Exempt 95.0 97.0™* 92.8
Nonexempt 50 30 7.2
Education '
High school or less 1.6 0.9 2.2
Some college - 12.8 14.6 10.8
Bachelor's degree . 732 70.4 76.1
Graduate or professional degree 12.5 C 140 10.8
Tenure at Best Buy :
Less than 1 year 18.8 17.3 205
1-5 years 46.7 . 45.2 48.3
Longer than 5 years 345 375 3.z

Source: Authors’ data and calculations.
e 10 *rpe 05
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Summarizing statistically significant changes in work-time control and
~ working patterns, we find the following.

¢ Fewer ROWE employees than comparison employees have had thetr
commute times to and from work increase.

¢ More ROWE employees than comparison employees have greater
control over where and when they work, choose to work at home
or off campus more frequently, and have greater variability in their
work hours and schedules each week.

We also find changes in the work-family interface.

+ More ROWE employees than comparison employees experience a
decline in work-family contflict; have less negative spillover from work
to family; report more time adequacy in terms of doing their work,
family, and personal observations; and describe the Best Buy cuiture -
as more family friendly.

There were also significant changes in some health and health-related
behavior outcomes, specifically, by the second survey.

« Fewer ROWE employees than comparison employees come to work
- on campus when sick. _ _ '
« More ROWE employees than comparison employees sleep more
- than seven hours a night, see improvements in the quality of their
sleep, now go to the doctor when sick, exercise more frequently
(three or more times a week), and report gains in energy.

Finally, we document some changes in work conditions and effectiveness
between the two survey waves.

i - .+ Fewer ROWE employees than comparison employees do low-value .
{unnecessary) work, have high turnover intentions, experience inter-
. ruptions at work, and feel pressure to work overtime.
» More ROWE employees than comparison employees view the work
calture as being family friendly, have greater organizational com-
mitment, and report more job satisfaction. '
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Our findings suggest that ROWE may e a realistic work-time inno-
vation with potential for broad adoption and impact. It was developed in
a company rather than by academics, providing it with the legitimacy that
may aid in its diffusion to other organizations. At the same time, italso
makes sense in light of theory and research findings on work-family time
pressures and the importance of a sense of control for health, well-being,
and effectiveness. '

But our evidence comes with certain caveats. First, this initiative
occurred in the headquarters of a major corporation with primarily
white-collar and professional employees. ROWE in a retail setting, where
employees’ jobs require their physical presence, would take different
forms and require different types of strategies to increase employees’
work-time control. Second, six months between surveys isa short period
in which to capture changes in work-family and health arenas, and yet

funding constraints made it impossible to field a third survey later on.
" Qur next steps will be to assess the impact of this workplace intervention
within particular family and job ecologies. We also want to develop an
understanding of the implementation process through comparisons
within and across work units.

Summing Up: Getting to the Science

ROWTE is what Bronfenbrenner (1979) called an ecological transition—
a fundamental change in the settingin which a role (that of employee)
is played out. It is truly an experiment of nature as Bronfenbrenner
and Crouter defined changes that occur naturally (i.e;, without the
intercession of researchers). As such, it is ideal for the study of the
offects of environmental change “with a built-in, before/after design
in which each subject can sexve as his own control” (Bronfenbrenner
and Crouter 1983, 381).

Our field observations and investigations of this quasi-experiment
_in a corporate setting have taught us more about work, family, and
~organizations——and organizational policy change—than we could ever

learn from the analysis of a random sample of adults working for various
employers. We have offered our lessons learned from this study: about
the importance of relationships with key stakeholders, the need to recog-
nize and respond to multiple timetables (of employees, leadership, and
researchers), and the value of being minimally intrusive in worl settings.
we conclude with a fourth lesson. : -
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Lesson 4: Recognize and Accommodate Gaps between
Ideal Research Design and Corporate Realities

An “experiment of nature” has many built-in strategic advantages. For
instance, the design of and the case for the policy innovation have been
made by those in the corporate setting and do not need to be developed
or argued by the research team.

Still, there are undeniable drawbacks. We previously raised the issue
of the impossibility of random assignment in this natural experiment
setting, a factor making this a quasi- rather than a true experiment.
Other modifications and accommodations were also necessary. For
example, in our proposal we noted that our ecology of the life-course
approach would include analysis of older workers and their work-time
needs and wants as they move toward retirement, but Best Buy’s work-
force is relatively young, providing insufficient numbers of older workers
to undertake such analysis. There is also the issue of “generalizability”—

“including how ROWE would operate in other industries, with other
workforces. That question can only be addressed through replication.
For us, these modifications and accommodations were clearly worth
it as part of our effort to get rich and detailed data about the process
of organizational change and the impact of work-time control on
employees. '

Two other challenges to traditional research design—a lack of consis-
tency in the treatment or intervention and the problem of contamination
across work groups—puzzled us more and became the subject of many
conversations. We have not reached firm conclusions yet, but we share our
thinking here. '

No control over timing of intervention and no way to keep intervention
“the same.” We all know that ideally an intervention delivery should
be consistent, but even as we entered the corporate environment in

- order to learn about organizational change, so too did the organization
continue to learn from itself. This meant that the change process itself
adapted and innovated over the course of our study. This raises a number
of potential challenges because the specific content of ROWE shifted

- over time. We responded by carefully tracking and monitoring these

«changes, by attending well over 100 ROWE sessions and taking detailed

field notes in each. For example, the following excerpts from our field
notes track changes in the session that prepares department leaders
for ROWE: '

Jody and Cali started the slide show, and {their phrase] “results-oriented work
environment” has now become “results-only work environment.” Jody said that



Learning from a Natural Experiment  £25

oriented was “too wimpy” and that “results-only is stronger.” She explained that
they changed it because the “new teams are getting savy.”

The changes I noticed since the last leadership session I'd seen were the glossy
stides and also the guideposts are shown and then there is a section with each guide-
post and “What it is” and “What it isn’t.”

She (Jody) mentioned that they were doing sludge {a way of having employees
recognize how traditional time-related work expectations creep into conversations}
a little differently now, . . . a script change that they were trying out.

Moreover, ROWE is less a one-shot intervention than a process of par-
ticipatory change. Not all employees receive the same exposure, since the
intervention specifically encourages teams to make it their own. The result?
Different “pockets” of ROWE where individual teams developed their own
version of how ROWE would ook and “rules” to accompany their version.
We believe that ROWE has powerful effects in part because of this partici-
patory process, allowing employees and teams to experiment with new ways
of working that meet their personal needs and the needs of the business.
However, this change strategy requires that researchers be vigilant in cap-
turing and analyzing those experiments across both individuals and teams.

No way to prevent contamination. Good science requires that the com-
parison (control} group should be totally separate and independent from
the “treatment” group, something nearly impossible among employees
working in the same building. Best Buy is known for its cross-functionality
and teamwork, and prides itself on developing relationships. In fact, one
internal measure of success is the high number of employees who report
having “a best friend at work.” With cross-functional work networks and
highly developed social networks, we found that at Jeast some information
about ROWE was known by employees in different parts of the organi-
sation, Whether it was factual information or just a rumor; employees
were talking. This meant teams that were beginning ROWE or teams that
were considering adopting ROWE often had preconceived and some-
times misguided perceptions early in the process. We also found that as
teams learned that they would begin ROWE in the near future, they sought
out information and best practices from other teams that were already
in the ROWE environment.

These information flows were not ideal for the research and were also
viewed as problematic by Thompson and Ressler. They found it more
difficult to implement ROWE in teams that had already planned how
they might change or assumed they had prior knowledge regarding
what to expect and how to incorporate ROWE within their teams. Yet,
considering the information that they were able to access through regular
organizational communication channels or sought out themselves, every
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team that we studied had at least some prior expectations going into the
ROWE migration.

Why Engaged Research Is an Optimal Design
for “Basic” Science

Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) always said that if you want to understand
something, try and change it. Bronfenbrenner also said that nothing was
more useful to furthering basic, theory-driven scholarship than research
on a particular policy. What have we learned?

The three years we have been engaged in this research project ai Best
Buy have demonstrated in concrete ways the absence of life-course “fit”
between occupational and family clocks (Moen and Kelly forthcoming;
Moen and Roehling 2005) and the way this lack of fit plays out in the
day-to-day lives of employees. The costs to employees, their families,

. and business of this chronic, systemic misfit between the two most

fundamental institutions for human development—work and family—
are evident to the observer but not always tangible in the ways that
other costs are calculated.

Studying the process of implementation of a temporal policy shift at
Best Buy provided ample evidence that trying to alter some aspect of the
engrained, taken-for-granted clockworks of work is extremely difficult.
We had not expected the degree of difficulty employees experience in

-+ {rying to think of work as outcomes, not time putin at a desk or elsewhere.

Neither had we anticipated the degree of pushback from others made
uncomfortable with this new definition that changes basic assumptions -
about the “right” way to work. We had hypothesized that employees

- experiencing the ROWE innovation would report less time pressure and

work-family conflicts, and that was the case. But we were surprised that
a corporate policy innovation such as ROWE could make a difference on
such a range of outcomes.”

We have not yet had a chance to think about and process unariticipated

_consequences. For example, Best Buy believes that having a “best friend”

at work is good for employee productivity, and some leaders wondered .
if working at different times and places might lessen such social network

. ties. We also want to look at the outcomes for midlevel managers, who

may feel they are losing control over their work because they are no longer
in charge of scheduling their employees’ time and have to monitor results
rather than attendance. ‘ '
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This hands-on research experience has led us to question the value of
the cross-sectional research that we and other scholars typically engage in.
Finding so many changes in outcomes and other descriptive variables
over even a short six months challenges the scientific value of evidence
showing an association between two or more variables at a single point
in time. People live, work, and raise their families in a dynamic, ever-
changing environment in which nothing is static—except perhaps the
outmoded policies limiting their options.

Urie Bronfenbrenner was right: evaluating a real-world (as opposed
to hypothetical) policy change as it is implemented is difficult, even messy,
but remains essential for good science and theory development. Despite
its departures from the ideal experimental design, we are grateful for the
opportunity to investigate ROWE, since the payoffs of studying such an

experiment of nature, a ready-made policy change in an actual corporate
setting, far outweigh any costs or disadvantages. It is also fundamental for
developing real-world solutions to the work, family, and health challenges .
confronting most of today’s workforce, solutions that are both feasible
and effective.

NOTE

This research was conducted as part of the Work, Family and Health Network, which is
fanded by a cooperative agreement through the National Institutes of Health and the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Institute of Child Health and Human
Development (Grant U01HD051217, U01HDO51218, UO1HDO51256, UXHD051276),
National Institute on Aging (Grant U01AG027669), Office of Behavioral and Social
Seiences Research, and National Institute of Occupational Safety and Health (Grant
U010H008788). The contents of this publication are solely the responsibility of the authors
and do not necessarily represent the official views of these institutes and offices. Special
acknowledgment goes to Extramural Staff Science Collaborator Rosalind Berkowitz
King, Ph.D. {NICHD) and Lynne Casper, Ph.D. (now of the University of Southern
California) for design of the original Workplace, Family, Health and Well-Being Net-
work Initiative. Persons interested in learning more about the Network shouid go to
https:/fwww.kpchr.org/workplacehealth/ {accessed July 2, 2008). We also thank the
Alfred P. Sloan Foundation for additional support of this research, Best Buy, CultureRx,
and especially the employees who participated in the study.

REFERENCES

Baltes, Boris B., and Heather A. Heydens-Gahir. 2003. “Reduction of Work-Family Conflict
' through the Use of Selection, Optimization, and Compensation Behaviors.” Journal
of Applied Psychology §8: 1005-18.
Bandura, Albert. 1982, “Sclf-Efficacy Mechanism in Human Agency.” Asmerican Psychol-
ogist 37: 12247, ' ) ’



128  Intervening in the Corporate Workplace

Barnett, Rosalind C., and Robert T. Brennan. 1995. “The Relationship between Job
Experiences and Psychological Distress: A Structural Equation Approach.” journal
of Organizational Behavior 16: 259-76.

Bosma, Hans R., Peter |. Siegrist, and Michael G. Marmot. 1998. “T'wo Alternative Job
Stream Models and the Risk of Coronary Heart Disease.” American Journal of Public
Health 88: 68-74.

Bourbonnais, Renee, Chantal Brisson, Jocelyne Moisan, and Michel Vézina, 1996. “Job
Strain and Psychological Distress in White Collar Workers.” Scandinavian Journal
of Work, Environment and Health 22: 13945,

Bronfenbrenner, Urie. 1979. The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by Nature
and by Design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,-

Bronfenbrenner, Urie, and Ann C. Crouter. 1983. “The Evolution of Environmental
Models in Developmental Research.” In Handbook of Child Psychology, vol. 1, edited
by Paul H. Mussen {357-414). New York: John Wiley and Sons.

‘Butler, Adam, Michael Gasser, and Lona Smart. 2004. “A Social-Cognitive Perspective
on Using Family-Friendly Benefits.” Journal of Vocational Behavior 65: 57-70.

Butler, Adam B., Joseph G. Grzywacz, Brenda L. Bass, and Kirsten D. Linney. 2005.
“Extending the Demands-Control Model: A Daily Diary Study of Job Characteristics,
Work-Family Conflict, and Work-Family Facilitation.” Journal of Occupational and
Organizational Psychology 78: 15569, '

Carayon, Pascale, and Fred Zijlstra. 1999. “Relationship between Job Control, Work
Pressure, and Strain: Studies in the USA and in the Netherlands.” Work and Stress
13(1): 32-48.

Cheng, Yawen, Ichiro Kawachi, Eugeﬁie Coakdey, Joel Schwartz, and Graham Colditz. 2000.
“Association between Psychosocial Work Characteristics and Health Functioning
in American Women: Prospective Study.” British Medical Journal 320: 1432-36.

Day, Arla L., and Trina C. Chamberlain. 2006. “Committing to Your Work, Spouse, and
Children: Implications for Work-Family Conflict.” fournal of Vocational Behavior
68: 116-30. :

' de Jonge, Jan, Hans Bosma, Peter Richard, and Johannés Siegrist. 2000. “Job Strain,
Effort-Reward Imbalance and Employee Well-Being: A Large-Scale Cross-Sectional
Study.” Social Science and Medicine 50: 1317-27.

Dwyer, Deborah J., and Daniel C. Ganster. 1991. “The Effects of Job Demands and Con-
trol on Employee Attendance and Satisfaction.” Journal of Organizational Behavior
12(7): 595-608.

Evans, Olga, and Andrew Steptoe. 2002. “The Contribution of Gender-Role Orientation,
Work Factors and Home Stressors to Psychological Well-Being and Sickness
Absence in Male- and Female-Dominated Occupational Groups.” Social Scierce and
Medicine 54: 481-92.

Fox, Marilyn L., Deborah J. Dwyér, and Daniel C. Ganster. 1993. “Effects of Stressful Job
Demands and Control on Physiological and Attitudinal Qutcomes in a Hospital
-Setting,” Academy of Management Journal 36; 289-318. - '

Heckhausen, Jutta, and Richard Schulz. 1995, “A Life-Span Theory of Control.” Psycho-
logical Review 102: 284-304.



Learning from a Natural Experiment 129

Hemingway, Harry, and Michael Marmeot. 1999. “Evidence-Based Cardiology: Psycho- .
social Factors in the Etiology and Prognosis of Coronary Heart Disease: Systematic
Review of Prospective Cohort Studies.” British Medical Journal 318; 1460-67.

Karasek, Robert A, Jr. 1979. “Job Demands, Job Decision Latitude, and Mental Strain:
Implications for Job Redesign.” Administrative Scierice Quarterly 24: 285-308.

Karasek, Robert A, Jr., and Torez Theorell. 1990. H, ealthy Work: Stress, Productivity, and
the Reconstruction of Working Life. New York: Basic Books. .

" Kefly, Erin L. 2003. “The Strange History of Employer-Sponsored Child Care: Interested
Actors, Uncertainty, and the Transformation of Law in Organizational Fields.”
American Journal of Sociology 109: 60649,

Kelly, Erin L., and Alexandra Kalev. 2006. “Managing Flexible Work Arrangements in
U.S. Organizations: Formalized Discretion or ‘A Right to Ask’.” Socio-economic
Review 4(3): 379-416.

Kelly, Erin L;, and Phyllis Moen. 2007. “Rethinking the Clock Work of Work: Why
Schedule Control May Pay Off at Work and Home.” Advarnces in Developing Human
Resources Special Issue on Work-Life Integration 11(9): 487-506.

Kim, Jungmeen E., Phyllis Moen, and Hyunjoo Min. 2003. “Well-Being,” In Ir's About
Time: Couples and Careers, edited by Phyllis Moen (122-32). Tthaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.

Kossek, Ellen Ernst. 2006. “Work and Family in America: Growing Tensions between
Employment Policy and a Changing Workforce,” In America ar Work: Choices and
Challenges, edited by Edward E. Lawler and James O’ Toole {53-72). New York:
Palgrave MacMillan.

Kossek, Ellen Ernst, Brenda A. Lautsch, and Susan C. Eaton. 2005, “Flexibility Enactment
Theory: Implications of Flexibility Type, Control, and Boundary Management for
Work-Family Effectiveness.” In Work and Life Integration: Organizational, Cultural,
and Individual Perspectives, edited by Fllen Ermnst Kossek and Susan J. Lambert
(243-62). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Kristensen, Tage S. 1995. “The Demand-Centrol-Support Model: Methodological
Challenges for Future Research.” Stress Medicine 11: 17-26.

. 1996. “feb Stress and Cardiovascular Disease: A Theoretical Critical Review.”
Journal of Occupational Health Psychology 1: 246-60.

Landsbergis, Paul A., Peter L. Schnall, Diane Deitz, Richard Friedman, and Thomas
Pickering. 1992. “The Patterning of Psychological Attributes and Distress by ‘Job
Strain’ and Social Support in a Sample of Working Men.” Journal of Behavioral
Medicine 15: 379-405.

Linzer, Mark, Martha Gerrity, Jeffrey A. Dougles, Julia E. McMurray, Eric S, Williams, and
Thomas R. Konrad. 2002. “Physician Stress: Results from the Physician Work-Life
Study.” Stress and Health 18: 3742,

Madsen, Susdn R. 2003. “The Effects of Home-Based Teleworking on Family Conflict.”
Human Resource Development Quarterly 14: 35-58.

Marshall, Nancy L., Aline Sayer, and Rosalind C. Barnett. 1997. “The Changing Workforce,
Job Stress and Psychologicat Distress.” Journal of Occupational Flealth Psychology 2:
99-107. :




130 lntervening in the Corporate Workplace

Merton, Robert K., and Elinor Barber. 2004. The Travels and Adventures of Serendipity:
A Study in Seciological Semaritics and the Sodiology of Science. Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press.

Moen, Phyliis, ed. 2003. It’s About Time: Couples and Careers. ithaca, NY: Cornell Uni-
versity Press. '

Moen, Phyllis, and Noelle Chesley. 2008. “Toxic Job Ecologies, Lagging Time Convoys,
and Work-Family Conflict: Can Families {Re)gain Control and Life-Course “Fit?”
In Handbook of Work-Family Integration: Research, Theory, and Best Practices, edited
by Donna $. Lero, Karen Korabik, and Denise L. Whitehead (95-118). Toronto:
Academic Press.

Moen, Phyllis, and Erin Kelly. Forthcoming. “Working Families under Stress: Socially
Toxic Job Ecologies and Time Convoys.” In Handbaok of Families and Work, edited
by E. J. Hill and D. R. Crane. Lanham, MD; University Press of America.

Moen, Phyllis, and Patricia V. Roehling. 2005. The Career Mystique. Boulder, CO: Rowman
and Littlefield.

Moen, Phyllis, and Donna Spencer. 2008. “Cycles of Control: Job and Home Demands,
Work-Time Control, Job Security and Personal Mastery at Different Life Stages.”
Unpublished draft.

Moen, Phyllis, Glen H. Elder Jr., and Kurt Luescher. 1995. Examining Lives in Context:
Perspectives on the Ecology of Human Developmeni. Washington DC: American
Psychological Association.

Moen, Phyilis, Erin Kelly, and Rachel Magennis. 2008. “Gender Strategies: Socialization,
Alocation, and Strategic Selection Processes Shaping the Gendered Adult Course.”
In Handbook of Research on Adult Development and Learning, edited by M. Cecil
Smith and Thomas G. Reio Jr. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Moen, Phyllis, Ronit Waismel-Manor, and Stephen Sweet. 2003. “Success.” In If's About
Time: Couples and Careers, edited by Phyllis Moen (133--52). Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.

Pearlin, Leonard I. 1989. “The Sociological Study of Stress.” Journal of Health and Social’
Behavior 30: 241-56. Reprinted in W. C. Cockenham, ed., 1995, The Sociology of
Medicine, Cheltenham, UK, Edward Elgar Publishing,

. 1999. “The Stress Process Revisited.” In Handbook of the Seciology of Mental
Health, edited by Carol Anehensel and Jo C. Phelan {395-415). New York: Kluwer
Academic/Plenum. '

Pearlin, Leonard L, Morton A. Lieberman, EBlizabeth G. Menaghan, and Joseph T. Mullan.
1981, “The Stress Process.” Journal of Health and Social Behavior 22: 337-56.

Rodin, Judith. 1986. “Aging and Health: Effects of the Sense of Control.” Science 233:
1271-76.

Rochling, Patricia V., Phyllis Moen, and Rosemary Batt. 2003. “Spillover.” In It’s About
Time: Couples and Careers, edited by Phyllis Moen (101-21). {thaca, NY: Cornell
University Press.

Schinall Peter L., Paul A. Landsbergis, and Dean Baker. 1994. “Job Strain and Cardio-
vascular Disease.” Annual Review of Public Health 15: 381411,




Learning from a Natural Experiment 131

Still, Mary C., and David Strang. 2003. “Institutionalizing Family-Friendly Policies.” In
1t’s About Time: Couples and Careers, edited by Phyllis Moen {288-309). Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Press.

Tausig, Mark, and Rudy Fenwick. 2001, “Unbinding Time: Alternate Work Schedules
and Work-Life Balance.” Journal of Farnily and Economic Issues 22(2): 101-19.

Thomas, L. T., and Daniel C. Ganster. 1995. “Ifnpact of Family-Supportive Work Variables
on Work-Family Conflict and Strain; A Control Perspective.” Journal of Applied
Psychology 80: 6-15. -

Valcour, P. Monique, and Rosemary Batt. 2003. “Work-Life Integration: Challenges and
Organizational Responses.” In Ir’s About Tirme: Couples and Careers, edited by Phyllis
Moen (310-32), Tthaca, NY: Cornell University Press,

Vande Ven, Andrew H. 2007. Engaged Scholarship: A Guide for Organizational and Secial
Research. New York: Oxford University Press. :

Willer, Davis, and Henry A. Walker. 2007. Building Experiments: Testing Social Theory.
Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. :



