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Abstract 

This phenomenological study explored the work-life balance of Millennial regional 

specialist professionals at University of Missouri (MU) Extension, part of a nationwide 

non-credit educational organization, the Cooperative Extension Service System.  

Millennials (born 1981-1996) now represent the largest segment of the U.S. workforce 

(Fry, 2018).  While this generation reportedly prioritizes work-life balance, little is 

known about their ability to achieve it.  The research question was: How do Millennial 

regional specialists perceive their experience with work-life balance at MU Extension?  

The purpose was to understand how Millennials experience work-life balance in a 

profession with a history of work-life imbalance issues.  Transcendental phenomenology 

methodology (Moustakas, 1994) guided the data collection and analysis.  Purposeful 

sampling was used to identify regional specialists with county engagement 

responsibilities who met the selection criteria: 1) Millennials who were 2) employed by 

MU Extension for 2 years or more.  Semi-structured, one-on-one interviews were 

conducted with 12 participants, including 10 females and 2 males representing a variety 

of marital and parental statuses.  The analysis revealed four main themes: managing, 

control over workload, flexibility, and supervisor support.  The findings indicated that the 

participants’ experiences with work-life balance varied widely.  While they were 

“managing,” their balance was fragile.  This study confirmed prior research findings that 

supervisor support for work-life balance, control over workload and work demands, and 

flexible work schedules and hours are important for work-life balance.  It is 

recommended that administrators 1) institute flextime policies that accommodate 

individual needs and 2) train supervisors to provide employee support for work-life 

balance. 
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Background of the Study 

According to an analysis by the Pew Research Center using census data, in 2015, 

Millennials (born 1981-1996) bypassed Generation X (born 1965-1980) as the largest 

segment of the U.S. workforce (Fry, 2015).  This began the influx of Millennials in the 

workplace, who now represent 35% of the labor force (Fry, 2018).  As the oldest 

members of this generation first entered college and started working, educators and 

employers took notice of Millennials who reportedly had very different characteristics 

than other generations at the same age (Rawlins, Indvik, & Johnson, 2008).  Numerous 

research journals and the popular press have reported personality traits and other 

characteristics unique to this generation, as well as predictions of their behaviors and 

needs in the workplace (Deal, Altman, & Rogelberg, 2010; Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; 

Stewart, Oliver, Cravens, & Oishi, 2017).  For instance, Millennials have been reported 

to be more narcissistic (Twenge, 2013), assertive and self-assured (Twenge & Campbell, 

2001), and needy of feedback (Wong, Gardiner, Lang, & Coulon, 2008), compared to 

previous generations.   

Despite many widely held beliefs about Millennials, a review of the literature has 

found that theoretical justification and empirical evidence for many purported differences 

between them and other generations has been weak, inconclusive, or unfounded 

(Campbell, Campbell, Siedor, & Twenge, 2015; Deal et al., 2010; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; 

Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010).  However, 

one difference supported by empirical studies that has generated much discussion and 

interest is Millennials’ greater desire and expectation for work-life balance (WLB).  This 

distinction originated from several landmark studies on generational differences of work 
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values concluding that Millennials rated leisure higher and work centrality lower than 

previous generations (Twenge, 2010; Twenge et al., 2010).  These findings are reinforced 

by numerous national surveys conducted by accounting and marketing firms (Deloitte, 

2016; Ernst & Young, 2015; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2013).    

Research has suggested that there are positive outcomes of WLB for employees, 

such as increased job satisfaction, reduced stress, and improved physical and mental 

health (Kossek & Hammer, 2008).  On the contrary, work-life imbalance causes a host of 

negative effects on work-related outcomes (i.e., job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment), non-work-related outcomes (i.e., life satisfaction, marital satisfaction, and 

leisure satisfaction), and stress-related outcomes (i.e., mental and physical health, 

burnout, and substance abuse; Allen, Herst, Bruck, & Sutton, 2000).  When workers’ 

WLB is unsatisfactory, it affects not only the employees, but also the employers, “due to 

increases in absenteeism, higher insurance costs, and ultimately reduction in 

productivity” (Twenge et al., 2010, p. 1136).  Moreover, when organizations ignore WLB 

issues, they may find it difficult to attract and retain talented employees (Batt & Valcour, 

2003; Kutilek, Conklin, & Gunderson, 2002).   

While WLB has been long recognized as a factor in the retention of employees 

(Kutilek et al., 2002), it may have even greater significance for Millennial workers, 

compared with previous generations.  Twenge (2010) concluded that Millennials might 

require more flexibility in their work hours or other ways to balance leisure time and 

career to keep them with a job.  A case in point: according to one recruiting manager, 

flexibility or WLB is the most important attribute Millennial candidates want in a job and 

the primary reason they look for  new employment opportunities (Schulte, 2015).  
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Furthermore, although this group of workers reportedly has the same or more desire for 

stability compared with older generations, research also suggests they have a lower sense 

of loyalty to their employers, especially if they perceive that the employers do not invest 

in them (Marston, 2007; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2011).   

One employer experiencing an influx of Millennials is the University of Missouri 

(MU) Extension.  The proportion of Millennial-generation regional specialists at MU 

Extension grew from 23.4% in 2017 to 40.9% in 2020 (D. Dews, personal 

communication, February 17, 2017, and August 14, 2020, respectively).  Their numbers 

will continue to rise during the next 5 to 10 years as Millennials replace the retiring Baby 

Boomer generation, who currently make up 32.2% of the regional specialists (D. Dews, 

personal communication, August 14, 2020).  

Balancing work and other domains of life is a well-documented challenge for 

county-based Extension professionals (e.g., specialists, educators, and agents).  The 

Cooperative Extension System is a nationwide, non-credit educational organization 

implemented through land-grant colleges and universities, providing research-based 

knowledge with the goal of helping solve high-priority issues for communities, 

businesses, families, and individuals (Seevers, Graham, & Conklin, 2007).  Although the 

empirical research is limited and not specific to MU Extension, published, peer-reviewed 

studies over more than 30 years have consistently pointed to issues contributing to work-

life imbalance of regional professionals at Extension (Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; 

Kutilek et al., 2002; Strong & Harder, 2009).  In Kutilek et al.’s (2002) national study, 

WLB issues were of great concern to 65% of Extension employees.  The most frequently 

cited challenges were heavy workloads, frequent evening and weekend meetings, and 
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lack of control or job autonomy.  These findings prompted the Joint Council of Extension 

Professionals to urge Extension administrators nationwide to reduce the workloads and 

time requirements of county-based professionals (Kutilek et al., 2002).   

If Millennials flock to organizations that provide policies and programs to 

promote WLB, the likely consequence to MU Extension and other employers who do not 

adapt similarly is greater problems with recruitment and retention (Twenge, 2010).  

Ultimately, the organizations that do not provide WLB may face insufficient staffing if 

Millennial workers are unwilling to accept work-life imbalance with their career choices.  

In particular, given the historical issues of WLB in Extension, MU Extension should 

examine its WLB policies to help attract and retain the growing segment of Millennial 

workers (Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Reynolds, 2016; Zimmerman, 2016). 

Statement of the Problem 

Regional professionals employed by the Cooperative Extension System face 

many daily challenges that create stress and make it very difficult to balance the work 

and life domains.  The county-based specialists must juggle many competing demands 

from multiple supervisors and local stakeholders while working in multiple counties, 

each with their own unique high-priority needs.  Additionally, regional specialists wear 

many hats, with responsibility for all aspects of program development and little 

administrative support.  For many regional specialists, providing programs for local 

residents requires frequent evening and weekend meetings.  Further, keeping up with 

heavy workloads often requires staying late at the office or bringing work home.  

Research has shown that these and other difficulties in achieving WLB commonly 

experienced by regional Extension professionals contribute to high levels of stress, job 
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dissatisfaction, and decisions to leave (Strong & Harder, 2009).  As the Millennial 

generation continues to represent an increasingly greater percentage of Extension 

employees, they bring with them high expectations for WLB (Deloitte, 2016; Ernst & 

Young, 2015; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2013).  The Millennial generation’s desire for 

WLB, combined with the demanding nature of MU Extension regional specialist job 

responsibilities, indicates a great potential for poor person-organization fit (Kristof-

Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson, 2005).   

Of the qualitative studies regarding WLB and the Millennial generation located to 

date, none have examined the lived experiences of Millennials in the workplace.  This 

reflects a major gap in the literature, which is: how do Millennials experience WLB in the 

workplace when faced with employer expectations that create work-life conflict (Myers 

& Sadaghiani, 2010; Twenge, 2010)?  We know very little about how Millennials 

negotiate the demands of a work culture that includes long hours and evenings, as is often 

the norm for Extension professionals.  Are Millennials committed to balancing the 

demands of their work, family, and personal lives and using strategies that help them 

achieve WLB, or do they feel compelled to comply with an organizational culture that 

may have been established by older Boomer and Generation X co-workers in which work 

is prioritized over personal life (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010)?   

As Boomer employees continue to retire in large numbers, it is anticipated that 

some employers will have greater difficulty finding qualified employees for open 

positions (Lockard & Wolf, 2012; Society for Human Resource Management [SHRM], 

2013).  If regional specialists are unable to achieve WLB, there could be a shortage of 

Millennials willing to make a career at Extension.  Therefore, there is a critical need for 
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research to understand the lived experiences of Millennial MU Extension regional 

specialists in balancing their work and life domains.  Understanding Millennials’ 

perceptions about their lived experiences with WLB can help the UM Extension 

administrators determine whether changes may be needed in policy and management to 

assist regional specialists in balancing their work and life domains, as well as what 

changes may be most beneficial. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the lived 

experiences of Millennial generation regional specialists’ WLB at MU Extension.  Using 

a phenomenological approach, the participants were asked to share their lived 

experiences regarding WLB to reveal the essence of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994) 

of the WLB experienced by Millennial regional specialists at MU Extension.  For this 

study, WLB is defined as “the individual perception that work and non-work activities 

are compatible and promote growth in accordance with an individual’s current life 

priorities” (Kalliath & Brough, 2008, p. 326).  This definition is inclusive of the 

multitude of competing demands placed on employees, regardless of their marital and 

parental status, family care-taking responsibilities, age and career stage, and other factors 

(Nitzsche, Jung, Kowalski, & Pfaff, 2014).  This study contributes to the literature by 

providing insights regarding how Millennial regional Extension specialists experience 

WLB in an environment that has a history of issues that create work-life imbalance.  The 

study results may inform Extension administrators in developing policies that help 

Millennial regional professionals achieve a satisfactory balance between the demands of 
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work, family, leisure, and other domains of life.  This may help recruit and retain 

Millennials as Extension employees when qualified workers are becoming scarcer. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study investigated the lived experience of Millennial regional specialists 

regarding WLB at MU Extension using a transcendental phenomenological qualitative 

methodology.  Theoretical underpinnings have an important role in phenomenological 

research, although not in the same way as for many other research methodologies 

(Creswell, 2014).  According to Van Manen (2014), “Phenomenology differs from almost 

every other social and human science in that it attempts to gain insightful descriptions of 

the way we experience the world” (p. 66), allowing understanding to emerge 

prereflectively (i.e., without consciously reflecting on it or theorizing about it).  This 

allows the phenomenon of interest to present itself without impositions from any 

theoretical framework or hypothesis.  According to Moustakas (1994), the use of relevant 

literature and theory in phenomenology is primarily to frame the research problem and 

set the stage for the study.  Following the data analysis, the theoretical framework and 

other literature may also provide perspective in the discussion and implications of the 

study’s findings (Moustakas, 1994).   

Nitzsche et. al.’s (2014) Work-Life Balance Culture Model, based on Schein’s 

(1985, 2010) organizational culture theory, provided the theoretical underpinnings for 

this study.  The Work-Life Balance Culture Model was an appropriate framework to 

explore the research question, as it assisted in examining Millennial regional specialists’ 

experiences regarding WLB within the organizational culture of MU Extension.  Current 

literature suggests there is a strong connection between employees’ WLB and 
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organizational culture.  According to Guest (2002), an organization’s work culture is “a 

key unit of analysis in understanding work-life balance” (p. 270).  Furthermore, the 

underlying culture may be as important, if not more so, than formal policies in having 

both positive and negative influences on employee’s WLB (Holt & Thaulow, 1996; 

Mennino, Rubin, & Brayfield, 2005).  This illustrates the need to consider the 

organizational culture when exploring WLB.   

Nitzsche et al.’s (2014) Work-Life Balance Culture Model also was appropriate 

for this study due to its broad focus of work-life balance rather than a more restrictive 

work-family balance.  Thus, the Work-Life Balance Culture Model is consistent with the 

definition of WLB used for this study.  In addition, the simplicity of the Work-Life 

Balance Culture Model is compatible with phenomenology methodology because it 

allowed me to explore the phenomenon of WLB without being prescriptive.   

The theoretical foundation of Nitzsche et al.’s (2014) Work-Life Balance Culture 

Model was based on Schein’s (1985, 2010) organizational culture theory.  Undergirded 

by Schein’s theory, Nitzsche et al. (2014) defined WLB culture as “an organizational 

culture that promotes work-life balance through a prevailing attitude that this balance is 

something sensible and worth supporting” (p. 135).  The authors posited that the extent to 

which an organization values its employees’ WLB can be measured by its espoused 

values, or core principles (Nitzsche et al., 2014).  To assess an organization’s core 

principles, as well as its overall WLB culture, Nitzsche et al. (2014) developed the Work-

Life Balance Culture Scale (WLBCS).   

Nitzsche, Pfaff, Jung, and Driller (2013) utilized key concepts of Schein’s (1985, 

2010) organizational culture theory, as well as the perceived organizational support 



 

 

10 

(POS) theory.  The POS theory suggests that employees’ perceptions about the support 

they receive from their employers correlates with employees’ beliefs about the extent to 

which their employer cares about and values their well-being (Kinnunen, Mauno, Geurts, 

& Dikkers, 2005).  The WLBCS (Nitzsche et al., 2014) also was shaped by current WLB 

literature showing the influential role of supervisor support in employees’ WLB, which is 

reviewed in Section 3.  Essentially, the WLBCS assesses the WLB culture of an 

organization through employees’ perceptions about key relevant factors influencing WLB 

in the organization.  It includes five factors: 1) value placed on WLB in the organization, 

2) support provided to employees in balancing their professional and personal lives, 3) 

positive examples set by management for WLB, 4) training of management to promote 

WLB, and 5) information shared with employees about programs for promoting WLB 

(Nitzsche et al., 2014).  The authors validated the WLBCS with two independent 

quantitative studies of 498 employees, concluding it is “an efficient, reliable, and valid 

instrument for measuring WLB culture in organizations” (Nitzsche et al., 2014, p. 140).     

Ultimately, Nitzsche et al.’s (2014) Work-Life Balance Culture Model 

underscores how work culture has influence on employees’ WLB experiences.  The value 

and support for WLB espoused by the organization establishes the basic underlying 

environment that either promotes or discourages WLB.  This, in turn, influences 

employee perceptions about the cultural norms and WLB.   

Research Question 

This study addressed the gaps identified in the literature by exploring Millennial 

regional Extension professionals’ lived experiences regarding the phenomenon of WLB.  

Based on the literature that has repeatedly indicated Millennials value and desire WLB, 
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the research question aimed to understand the unknown: how this generation of workers 

experiences WLB in a profession in which employees have previously reported high 

levels of work-life conflict and difficulty achieving WLB.  Nitzsche et al.’s (2013, 2014) 

Work-Life Balance Culture Model, the WLBCS, and current WLB literature were 

instrumental in developing the research question for this study.  In phenomenology, the 

purpose of the research question is to address the phenomenon of interest to be explored 

in the study.  This requires that the research question be carefully constructed, as it guides 

the process of seeing, reflecting, and knowing the phenomenon throughout the 

investigation (Moustakas, 1994).   

The research question of this study was: how do Millennial regional specialists 

perceive their experience with WLB at MU Extension?  The wording of the question was 

specifically chosen to convey 1) an openness to the individual experiences of the 

participants, 2) the purpose of understanding what the phenomenon (WLB) is and means 

to the participants, and 3) the intention to seek personal accounts of the participants’ daily 

lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994). 

Researcher Positionality 

During my more than 25 years working as a regional specialist at MU Extension, 

I have personally experienced challenges while striving to achieve WLB.  I can easily 

relate to the difficulties characteristic of county-based Extension professionals that are 

reported in the literature.  I concur that working for Extension is very rewarding; at the 

same time, it can be very demanding and stressful.  I understand the sacrifices made 

when work continually spills over into home life, leaving little time for family, friends, 

and personal interests.   
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While my own WLB struggles instilled a personal interest in this topic, my 

inspiration to conduct this study for my dissertation was sparked by comments from some 

colleagues.  Several Boomer-generation regional specialists were concerned about the 

future of Extension because they perceived that the newly hired Millennials were 

unmotivated to work the hours necessary to be successful in the organization.  While I 

knew very little about Millennials at that time, I remember thinking that perhaps they 

could teach the earlier generations a few things about WLB.  This conversation prompted 

my interest in learning about Millennials’ perspectives about WLB and whether they are 

able to achieve WLB at MU Extension.  As I began researching the literature about WLB 

and the overlapping subjects of Millennials and Cooperative Extension, I discovered that 

the WLB of Millennials was worthy of investigation and chose it for my dissertation.   

As a researcher, my experiences as a regional specialist at MU Extension helped 

me understand Millennials’ desire for WLB.  However, I am not a Millennial, and 

therefore I cannot speak for them.  I also have countless experiences with WLB over 

decades of working for MU Extension.  Thus, it goes without saying that newer 

employees may not share all of my perceptions about WLB.  Throughout data collection 

and analysis, the practices of epoché and bracketing helped me maintain awareness of my 

personal perspectives and biases that might have influenced the findings.  

From the participants I interviewed for this study, I learned that Millennials do, in 

fact, prioritize WLB.  At the same time, they also are very dedicated to their jobs.  They 

are passionate about making a difference in the counties they serve.  Every participant 

said that the mission of MU Extension—to improve the lives of citizens in Missouri—

was the primary reason they were attracted to the position.  This is not unlike the majority 
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of Extension colleagues I have known, regardless of their generational cohort.  The 

participants also indicated they work hard to achieve goals and expect to work outside of 

the traditional 8-4:30 office hours, as long as they are able to balance that with their home 

and personal life.  After conducting this study, I believe a key distinction of Millennials is 

that they want to make a difference and are willing to work unconventional hours, but are 

unwilling to sacrifice their personal life for their job.  My hope is that the understanding 

gained from this study will bring about changes to benefit not only Millennials, but all 

employees, in their pursuit of WLB.  

Design of the Study 

The underpinning of all qualitative research is that it provides insights into how 

people interpret and derive meaning from their experiences within the context of their 

social world (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Qualitative research is appropriate when there is 

little known about a phenomenon and exploration is needed (Creswell, 2013).  It does not 

test hypotheses in an attempt to make predictions; rather, it is an inductive process of 

revealing findings from the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Through in-depth interviews 

and meaning-making data analysis, qualitative research has the ability to reveal a holistic 

picture of a phenomenon in a natural setting (Creswell, 2013).   

In this study, a qualitative approach was most appropriate given the exploratory 

focus of the research question and the lack of prior research about the experiences of 

Millennials regarding WLB in the workplace (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Twenge, 

2010).  Using a qualitative approach provided the rich descriptions of the study 

participants’ lived experiences necessary to describe and understand the phenomenon of 

interest (Moustakas, 1994).  Further, quantitative methods were considered but were 
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determined to be inappropriate because they do not allow for the inductive, exploratory 

approach that is necessary to address the purpose statement and research question 

(Creswell, 2013).  The ontological philosophical assumption of a qualitative methodology 

also provides an openness to accepting differences in the participants’ individual realities 

and perspectives regarding WLB experiences.  The examination of participants’ lived 

experiences as perceived in their consciousness is compatible with a social 

constructivism framework paradigm (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach that aims to reveal the meaning 

and essence of phenomena through the analysis of lived experience as described by 

participants (Giorgi, 2009).  A phenomenon is anything that exists in an individual’s 

conscious experience (Moran, 2000).  As Moustakas (1994) explained, “What appears in 

consciousness is an absolute reality while what appears to the world is a product of 

learning” (p. 27).  Unlike some qualitative approaches, phenomenological research does 

not conform to one uniform design.  In reality, there are as many types of 

phenomenology as there are phenomenologists (Spiegelberg, as cited in Dowling, 2007).  

Most phenomenological designs, however, align with the basic philosophical principles 

of Edmund Husserl or Martin Heidegger.  One distinguishing difference between the two 

is that Husserl’s is descriptive, or transcendental, and Heidegger’s is interpretive, or 

hermeneutic (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009).   

Husserl, known as the father of phenomenology, “defines phenomenology as a 

descriptive philosophy of the essences of pure experiences” (Van Manen, 2014, p. 89).  

The goal of Husserlian, or descriptive, phenomenological methodology is to describe 

rather than explain, while being free from hypotheses or preconceptions (Husserl, 1970).  
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Epoché, bracketing, and reduction are extremely important aspects of the 

phenomenological method (Moustakas, 1994).  During the epoché, the researcher 

practices self-reflection to explore any taken-for-granted biases, preconceptions, and 

knowledge about the phenomenon of interest (Moustakas, 1994).  These assumptions 

often are from personal experience but may also come from professional literature.  

Bracketing refers to the researcher’s deliberate intention to set aside (bracket) her 

presumptions so they remain separate from the research data (Van Manen, 2014).  While 

it may be impossible to completely adhere to epoché and bracketing, the continual 

attention, reflection, and self-dialogue by the researcher “significantly reduce the 

influence of preconceived thoughts, judgments, and biases” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 90).  

The phenomenological reduction is the process during analysis in which the researcher 

methodically sifts through the participants’ self-described lived experiences (Creswell, 

2013).  Through this process, the essence and meaning of the phenomenon are revealed 

(Moustakas, 1994). 

This study used the transcendental phenomenological methodology of Moustakas 

(1994), which originated from Husserl’s descriptive phenomenology.  Moustakas (1994) 

called his approach heuristic, which means to discover or find.  This methodology 

allowed me to explore the WLB experiences of Millennial regional specialists at MU 

Extension while setting aside my own preconceived ideas throughout the study 

(Moustakas, 1994).  

Setting 

The setting for this study was MU Extension regional county offices, where 

regional specialists work.  This provided the actors, events, and process that are central to 
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the research question (Creswell, 2014).  MU Extension is the land-grant Cooperative 

Extension institution of the University of Missouri, which provides comprehensive 

education and outreach programs for individuals, families, and communities in the state.  

The mission of MU Extension is to extend the resources and research of the university for 

relevant, reliable, and responsive programs that meet high-priority needs, with the goal of 

improving lives, communities, and economies (University of Missouri Extension, 2018c).  

Regional Extension offices are located in Missouri’s 114 counties and the city of St. 

Louis.  With funding through county appropriations, the local Extension offices are 

typically located in the county courthouses.  The counties represented in this study will 

be those where the participants are headquartered.  

While the majority of regional specialists find the education and outreach mission 

of Extension work very rewarding, Extension work is often hectic and stressful.  The 

regional Extension specialist position involves working in multiple counties, taking 

direction from various supervisors, and juggling sometimes competing demands of 

various state and local needs.  Stretched thin due to significant budget cuts over the years, 

regional specialists cannot meet all the needs identified in their counties.  They generally 

handle all aspects of program development, including assessment, planning, marketing, 

implementation, and reporting, often with little administrative support.  Regional 

specialists may have frequent interruptions while in the office from stakeholders and 

local residents asking subject-matter questions through walk-in, telephone, and email 

contact.  Although somewhat variable by programming specialty area and time of year, 

long hours are often necessary to complete heavy workloads.  Frequent night and 

weekend meetings are needed to reach adults and youth with educational programs.  
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Local Extension funding requires negotiation with political players in the county 

government and the community.      

Few formal policies are available to assist regional specialists with WLB.  

Informally, some regional specialists may use flextime when they work long days, 

evenings, and weekends, although this practice is not officially recognized.  Factors that 

interfere with the use of flextime include the specialists’ heavy workloads, as well as the 

expectations of regional directors, stakeholders, and other regional specialists.  For 

example, a regional specialist may feel pressure to be at the office during regular business 

hours, regardless of other hours worked in the evening or on weekends.  Additional 

information about regional specialists’ benefits are in Section 2.   

Participants 

The participants were recruited through purposeful sampling, a technique that pre-

determines the selection criteria before inviting individuals to participate (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Purposeful sampling was necessary to identify participants who have 

experienced the research phenomenon and are willing to share their lived experience 

(Englander, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994).  The phenomenon of 

interest was the WLB experience of Millennial regional Extension specialists.  I obtained 

a list of potential participants from MU Extension human resources, based on the study’s 

selection criteria: 1) regional specialists with county engagement specialist (CES) 

responsibilities, 2) Millennials (born 1981-1996), and 3) employees of MU Extension for 

2 years or longer.    

The CES role was new to many regional specialists for approximately 9 months 

before the interviews.  Because it was possible that the added responsibilities of CES 
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might influence WLB, the selection criteria included only regional specialists who were 

CES.  Regional specialists with less than 2 years’ experience at MU Extension also were 

excluded, as they may have experienced WLB differently compared to those who had 

worked there for more than 2 years.  During onboarding, newly hired regional specialists 

participate in an intensive period of training.  After 2 years, specialists generally are 

trained and immersed in the responsibilities of teaching, scholarship, and service.  

Therefore, regional specialists who are CES and have worked at MU Extension 2 years or 

longer are likely to have experienced the phenomenon of WLB under investigation in this 

study.  I strived for maximum variation when recruiting participants.  This allowed “the 

widest opportunity for readers of the study to connect to what they are reading” 

(Seidman, 2013, p. 56).  I intentionally recruited specialists who met the basic criteria as 

well as those who would represent the broadest possible range of marital, parenting, and 

family care-giving statuses.  Including participants such as those who are single and 

childless is consistent with the literature that suggests WLB is important for all 

employees, regardless of their familial responsibilities (Haar, 2013; Mills, Matthews, 

Henning, & Woo, 2014).  My intention also was to recruit individuals with diversity in 

gender, race, and ethnicity.  However, this was limited due to the homogeneity (i.e., 

100% White and 82% female) of those who met the selection criteria.   

The regional specialists identified through the above methods were emailed an 

invitation to participate in the study.  Information was provided about the purpose of the 

study and the anticipated time requirement of participating (see Appendix A for the 

participant invitation email).  Follow-up phone calls were made with the specialists who 

responded to provide additional information, answer any questions, and schedule the 
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interviews.  From the pool of 22 regional specialists who met the selection criteria, 13 

were invited and 12 agreed to participate.   

When considering the sample size for a phenomenological study, it is important to 

keep in mind that the primary goal is to discover the meaning of a phenomenon, not to 

find out how many people have experienced the phenomenon (Englander, 2012).  In the 

context of a phenomenological study, meaning is what it is like to experience the 

phenomenon being investigated (Moustakas, 1994).  Van Manen (2014) suggested 

thinking of the sample as the number of “examples of experientially rich descriptions” (p. 

353) that are appropriate for a study to determine the phenomenological meaning of a 

phenomenon.  If a sample is too small, it will not be possible for the researcher to reach 

data saturation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Saturation is a concept frequently used in 

qualitative research to signify the point at which the data collection no longer reveals new 

information or insights about the phenomenon being studied (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).   

Van Manen (2014) cautioned against samples that are too large, as this 

encourages shallow reflection.  The ideal sample size to strive for in a phenomenological 

study varies according to different phenomenologists.  Giorgi (2008) recommended a 

minimum of three participants, maintaining that the variation between them allows the 

researcher to detect the individual experiences from the typical essence of the 

phenomenon.  Ando, Cousins, and Young (2014) contended that at least six participants 

is sufficient for phenomenological research.  Dukes (1984) recommended 3 to 10 

participants, while Polkinghorne (1989) suggested a wider range of 5 to 25 participants.   

Data saturation was obtained with the sample of 12 participants in this study.  

Several phenomenological studies that explored WLB used comparable sample sizes 



 

 

20 

(Anselmo-Witzel, Orshan, Heitner, & Bachand, 2017; Gibbons, Woodside, Hannon, 

Sweeney, & Davison, 2011; Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004; Reddick, Rochlen, 

Grasso, Reilly, & Spikes, 2012).  In addition, a number of doctoral dissertations that 

explored WLB using phenomenological methods interviewed a similar number of 

participants (Ashley, 2018; Evans-Colquitt, 2013; Simon, 2011; Zeeck, 2012).   

Data Collection 

Qualitative interviews were the method of data collection in this study.  Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) recommended interviewing when researchers wish to find out 

perspectives of individuals, things that are not observable, and behaviors that were done 

at a previous time.  In-depth, phenomenological interviewing provides “as complete a 

description as possible of the experience that a participant has lived through” (Giorgi, 

2009, p. 122).  Moustakas (1994) asserted, “The phenomenological interview involves an 

informal, interactive process and utilizes open-ended comments and questions” (p. 114).  

This format provides maximum flexibility and the best possibility of obtaining rich 

interview data (Seidman, 2013).   

The interview questions addressed the overarching research question: how do 

Millennial regional specialists perceive their experience with WLB at MU Extension?  

Moustakas (1994) recommended that the interview questions of a phenomenological 

study address two main areas of inquiry: 1) What were the participants’ experiences in 

terms of the phenomenon? and 2) What were the contexts or situations that have 

influenced the participants’ experiences of the phenomenon?  By focusing the interview 

questions this way, the participants were encouraged to provide vivid, detailed, and 

comprehensive descriptions of their lived experiences (Moustakas, 1994).  The questions 
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were intentionally open-ended and allowed for an informal, interactive process 

(Moustakas, 1994).  This format enabled the use of follow-up questions as needed to 

draw out additional detail from the participants. (See Appendix B for the interview 

questions). 

I conducted pilot interviews individually with two Millennial regional specialists 

who were not participants in the study.  Immediately following their interviews, I 

continued meeting with each person to debrief and obtain feedback regarding their 

perceptions about the wording, flow, and content of the questions.  This provided an 

opportunity to fine-tune the interview questions and learn what adjustments would 

improve the interview questions and format (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Neither of the 

pilot interviews were included in the data for the study.   

Ethical research practices were followed throughout the study.  Approval to 

conduct the study was obtained from the Internal Review Board (IRB; see Appendix C 

for the IRB approval and Appendix D for the IRB amendment approval.)  A consent 

script was shared with participants just prior to their interviews (see Appendix E for the 

consent script). Participants were informed about the purpose of the study and the 

intended use of the findings.  Throughout the research process, I practiced reflexivity to 

help maintain awareness of preconceptions and biases that could have unintentionally 

influenced the direction of the study or interpretation of the data (Creswell, 2014).  

Confidentiality was maintained by asking the participants to select a pseudonym 

(Seidman, 2013).  Similarly, the participants’ identities and those of anyone mentioned 

during the interviews were protected by not disclosing any names or other identifying 

information, including their region, county, or discipline area.   
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The data collection included one-on-one interviews with 12 regional specialists 

held in July and August 2019.  Each interview was 1 to 1 ½ hours in duration and took 

place at locations and times that were convenient for the participants.  Four interviews 

were face-to-face meetings and eight were virtual meetings via Zoom.  The interviews 

were digitally recorded with the permission of the participants.   

In May 2020, the participants were emailed their interview transcript along with 

four follow-up questions (see Appendix F for the follow-up interview questions).  The 

participants were asked to review their transcripts and reflect on the questions prior to a 

follow-up interview via Zoom.  Zoom interviews were necessary at that time, since the 

organization had a work-at-home quarantine in place due to COVID-19.  However, my 

plans originally were to do the follow-up interviews via Zoom to simplify the meetings 

and eliminate traveling to counties throughout the state where the participants were 

located.  Regional specialists had been using this platform for meetings long before the 

pandemic and were comfortable with the technology.  

The purpose of the follow-up interview was to clarify or expand on information 

from the initial interview and serve as a means of member checking.  This process 

allowed participants to verify the accuracy and completeness of the transcript based on 

their experience (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1990).  In addition, the participants were 

asked to indicate any personally identifying text in their interview so it could be deleted 

or altered to protect their privacy (Creswell, 2013).  Seven participants agreed to a Zoom 

follow-up meeting, each lasting 20 to 35 minutes.  Two participants emailed their 

answers to the questions.  Three participants did not respond; of these, two were no 

longer employed by MU Extension.   
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I followed the phenomenological procedures of epoché and bracketing, as 

described previously in this section, to assist in identifying and setting aside preexisting 

thoughts and biases about the phenomenon throughout data collection.  I practiced 

epoché before each interview by sitting quietly and allowing thoughts and feelings 

associated with my experiences with WLB (i.e., the phenomenon) to freely come into 

consciousness (Moustakas, 1994).  I recorded thoughts and impressions in a journal as 

they came to mind and reviewed these periodically throughout the study (Moustakas, 

1994).  In addition, I consciously put aside, or bracketed, the prejudgments identified 

through the epoché during data collection, as recommended by Moustakas (1994).   

Data Analysis 

Qualitative analysis is the process used for making sense out of data to answer the 

research question (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The data analysis for this study was guided 

by Moustakas’ (1994) modification of Van Kaam’s (1959/1966, as cited in Moustakas, 

1994) method of phenomenological analysis.  I followed this step-by-step outline for 

analyzing data with slight modifications in the last steps as noted below.  In addition, I 

used several phenomenological data analysis practices suggested by Elliott and Timulak 

(2005) that I found helpful, as cited in this section.  Throughout the data analysis, I 

continued the practices of epoché and bracketing, as recommended by Moustakas (1994).  

I recorded my insights, connections, and impressions as memos in a notebook.    

The first step of the analysis was preparing the transcripts.  Preliminary transcripts 

were created by uploading digital recordings of the interviews to the online transcription 

service Temi.com.  I edited the transcripts using the Temi.com software until the 

recordings were transcribed verbatim.  Filler words were deleted.  I listened carefully to 
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each interview recording while reading the transcript to verify its accuracy.  Last, I read 

the transcripts once again to obtain overall impressions of the phenomenon as described 

by each participant.  The transcripts were then downloaded from Temi.com as electronic 

files in Microsoft Word.   

The second step was to complete the phenomenological reduction.  To begin, 

using the individual Word files for each participant, the data was sorted into meaning 

units.  This is referred to as horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994) and involved 

systematically separating individual portions of text that communicated relevant points 

about the participants’ experiences.  Any obviously repetitive, irrelevant, or digressive 

statements were removed, being careful to maintain the participants’ complete thoughts.  

Next, the data was exported to Microsoft Excel with a separate sheet for each participant.  

Excel provides an efficient, cost-effective approach for sorting and structuring large 

amounts of qualitative data (Bree & Gallagher, 2016; Ose, 2016).  The participants’ 

pseudonyms remained linked to the meaning units throughout the analysis, providing the 

ability to trace all statements back to the full data when needed to clarify context (Elliott 

& Timulak, 2005). 

The meaning units were then coded.  The coding was an iterative process that 

involved continually going back and forth between the meaning units and the codes to 

compare, revise, and refine the emerging codes.  Periodic cross-analysis of the codes 

provided opportunities to compare and contrast similarities and dissimilarities across 

cases (Elliott & Timulak, 2005).  Once the codes were well established, they were cross-

checked, using written definitions to ensure consistency in the codes’ use.  At this time, 
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the data was organized in Excel, still in a separate sheet for each participant, using three 

columns: 1) code, 2) participant’s pseudonym, and 3) meaning unit.   

After the phenomenological reduction was completed, the next step was to cluster 

the codes and meaning units into themes (Moustakas, 1994).  During this step, the 

statements (i.e., meaning units) identified during horizontalization were evaluated for 

relevance to the research question; any that were irrelevant were deleted.  The themes 

were developed by considering the connections and relationships between the codes and 

meaning units.  Rich, thick quotes from the interviews supported each category and 

provided understanding of the phenomenon being studied.  This step was completed in 

Excel, with data saved to new sheets, organized separately for each theme and using three 

columns (code, participant’s pseudonym, and meaning unit), as in the previous step. 

The last steps of the data analysis veered slightly from what was recommended by 

Moustakas (1994).  Despite these deviations, I continued be mindful of and consistent 

with the key principles of transcendental phenomenology.  Four inter-related steps make 

up the final part of Van Kaam’s (as cited in Moustakas, 1994) method of data analysis.  I 

have noted any procedural variations that were made immediately below each 

corresponding step. 

1. Using the previously identified themes, codes, and supporting statements, develop 

Individual Textural Descriptions (i.e., what the participant experienced).   

I developed textural descriptions for 4 of the 12 participants, rather than 

all participants, as Moustakas (1994) recommended.  After the first four 

were completed, I observed repetition in what the participants 

experienced.  The data sorting function in Excel allowed me to compare 
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and contrast differences and similarities in experiences between 

participants.  It appeared that the textural descriptions that I completed for 

the four participants were representative of the range of experiences 

shared by all in the sample.  With the textural descriptions being a time-

consuming process, I determined that four was sufficient and continued on 

to the next step. 

2. Using the Individual Textural Descriptions and the process of imaginative 

variation, develop Individual Structural Descriptions (i.e., how it was 

experienced).   

I developed individual structural descriptions that described how WLB 

was experienced by the four participants for whom I had developed 

textural descriptions.  To help with the process of imaginative variation, I 

considered possibilities based on the theoretical framework used for the 

study—the Work-Life Balance Culture Scale (Nitzsche et al., 2014) —as 

well as current WLB literature.  I created charts to help visualize patterns 

and associations within the data.   

3. Using the Individual Textural Descriptions and Individual Structural 

Descriptions, develop Individual Textural-Structural Descriptions (i.e., the 

meaning and essence of the experience).   

I developed individual textural-structural descriptions for two of the four 

participants for whom I had developed textural and structural descriptions.  

I did not complete more because I had reached a very good understanding 
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of what the participants experienced regarding the phenomenon of WLB 

and how they experienced it.  

4. Combine the Individual Textural-Structural Descriptions of all participants to 

create a Composite Description, a narrative that represents the entire group and 

describes the meanings and essences of the experiences.  

I combined the five textural descriptions and structural descriptions to 

create a composite description for the entire group.  While doing this, I 

also reviewed the themes, codes, and meaning units from the participants 

for whom I had not developed textural and structural descriptions to 

ensure I did not overlook any important experiences.  I used rich, thick 

quotes to convey the meanings and essences of their experiences.  I 

incorporated quotes from all 12 participants to ensure the voices of the 

entire group were represented. 

Definitions of Key Terms 

Baby Boomers.  Individuals born 1946-1964 (Dimock, 2019). 

Cooperative Extension System.  A nationwide, non-credit educational organization 

implemented through partnerships between the U.S. Department of Agriculture, land-

grant colleges and universities, and state and local governments for the purpose of 

providing research-based knowledge to help solve high-priority issues and improve 

economic conditions and quality of life for communities, businesses, families, and 

individuals (Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities [APLU], 2012; Seevers et al., 

2007). 



 

 

28 

Extension professional.  A collective term for a Cooperative Extension educator, often 

having a master’s or terminal degree, who may work at a county, regional, or state level.  

Extension professionals at various states’ land-grant systems have the titles of agent, 

educator, faculty, and specialist (APLU, 2012).     

Generational cohort.  “An identifiable group that shares birth years, age location, and 

significant life events at critical developmental stages” (Kupperschmidt, 2000, p. 66).  

These significant life events, such as wars, new technologies, and major economic 

fluctuations, are purported by some scholars to influence the formation of common 

personality traits, values, and expectations among a generation (Schaie, 1965).  In this 

study, the Millennial generation is the generational cohort of interest. 

Generation X.  Individuals born 1965-1980 (Dimock, 2019). 

Land-grant university.  A higher education institution designated by its state legislature 

or Congress to receive the benefits of the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890, with the 

original mission established to teach agriculture, military tactics, mechanic arts, and 

classical studies so that working class adults can obtain a liberal, practical education 

(APLU, 2012). 

Millennials.  Individuals born 1981-1996 (Dimock, 2019); also called Gen Y, Generation 

Y, GenMe, Generation Me, Generation Why, and Nexters, among other names (Lyons & 

Kuron, 2014; Twenge, 2010; Twenge et al., 2010).  

Organizational culture.  Schein (2010) defined organizational culture as:  

A pattern of shared basic assumptions learned by a group as it solved its problems 

of external adaptation and internal integration, which has worked well enough to 
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be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct 

way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. (p. 18)   

In this study, the organizational culture refers to the underlying assumptions shared by 

regional specialists regarding work expectations.  Relative to WLB, these work 

expectations relate to behaviors at the workplace that are encouraged or discouraged by 

others in the organization and ultimately help or hinder a regional specialist’s ability to 

negotiate the demands of work and home life. 

Regional specialist.  A county-based Extension professional who works with local 

citizens and interest groups to solve problems by disseminating education and outreach 

resources.  In Missouri, regional Extension specialists have earned a master’s or terminal 

degree and are faculty of the University of Missouri.  By engaging with the communities 

where they work, regional specialists respond to local needs in program areas of 4-H 

Youth Development, Agriculture and Natural Resources, Family and Consumer Sciences, 

Health and Nutrition, and Business and Community Development (APLU, 2012; 

University of Missouri Office of Extension and Engagement, 2021).  Extension 

employees with similar roles at other state land-grant systems may have job titles such as 

agent and educator (APLU, 2012).     

Work-family conflict/Work-to-family conflict/Family-to-work conflict.  Inter-role 

conflict of an employee in which participation in one role (e.g., work) makes it difficult 

to participate in another role (e.g., family) and vice versa (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). 

Work-life balance (WLB).  “The individual perception that work and non-work activities 

are compatible and promote growth in accordance with an individual’s current life 

priorities” (Kalliath & Brough, 2008, p. 326).  Having balance does not necessarily mean 
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there is an equal distribution of time between work and life.  Individuals have their own 

personal preferences for what they consider acceptable and satisfactory, and this may 

change at different stages of life or career. 

Work-life balance culture.  “An organizational culture that promotes work-life balance 

through a prevailing attitude that this balance is something sensible and worth 

supporting” (Nitzsche et al., 2014, p. 135).  In a WLB culture: 1) the organization values 

and supports employees in balancing their work and non-work lives, 2) information about 

programs and policies promoting WLB is provided to employees, and 3) supervisors set a 

good example of WLB and promote the WLB of employees.  

Work-life imbalance.  When substantially more time and priority are given to roles of 

work, resulting in compromises in non-work roles, even if the time spent in work and 

non-work activities is consistent with what the individual wants or values (Greenhaus, 

Collins, & Shaw, 2003).  To quantify this term, it is the practice of regularly working 

more than 48 hours a week (Guest, 2002). 

Limitations 

One possible limitation is the regional specialists’ abilities to decide whether to 

participate in the study.  It is possible that their prior experience with WLB at MU 

Extension—either positive or negative—could have influenced their motivation and 

willingness to accept or decline the invitation.  To solicit diversity in perspectives about 

the research question, I strived for maximum variation among those who met the 

selection criteria when inviting individuals to participate in the study.  

Additionally, a statewide organizational restructuring was implemented at MU 

Extension 7 months prior to the interviews.  Therefore, all participants had recently 
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assumed new CES responsibilities in addition to their subject matter specialist roles.  

These expanded duties involved overseeing daily operations at the Extension offices, 

supervising county employees, providing leadership with Extension councils, and 

providing focused engagement and outreach in local communities.  Consequently, the 

regional specialists who were in the process of learning and adapting to their new roles 

and responsibilities may have perceived their WLB differently, compared to before the 

organizational change.  By using the principles of phenomenological interviewing, I 

made efforts to address both 1) the participants’ experiences about the phenomenon and 

2) the contexts or situations that influenced the participants’ experiences of the 

phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994).  Knowing the context as well as the experiences helped 

differentiate between perceptions shaped by long-standing patterns versus new situations.  

Because I have worked for MU Extension for more than 25 years, my personal 

experiences have created preconceptions, biases, and assumptions concerning the 

phenomenon of WLB that could present limitations during the study.  I have openly 

declared my positionality in my personal statement.  I practiced reflexivity to the best of 

my ability, as described in the Trustworthiness section.  This brought awareness of my 

preconceptions about the phenomenon so that I may set them aside to minimize their 

influence on the study. 

As a regional specialist, I have developed professional relationships with some of 

the regional specialists who participated in the study.  Creswell (2014) cautioned that 

backyard research, while convenient, may cause the researcher to compromise the 

disclosure of findings or may put the participants and researcher at risk.  I will protect the 

anonymity of the participants by using pseudonyms and omitting any personally 
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identifying information; however, even with this precaution, it is possible that some 

participants could remain guarded in what they reveal when describing some experiences 

with WLB.   

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness relates to the rigor of qualitative research and the confidence 

researchers and other readers have in the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  According 

to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness is a matter of persuading readers that “…the 

findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention to…” (p. 290).  I addressed 

trustworthiness in this study by using a variety of strategies that targeted both the 

methodological and interpretive aspects of the study, a practice recommended by 

Lincoln, Lynham, and Guba (as cited in Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Credibility strategies provide confidence that the researcher’s observations, 

interpretations, and conclusions are accurate (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  To this end, I 

conducted a follow-up interview with all participants for member checking.  Through this 

feedback process, the participants had the opportunity to provide additional information 

or corrections to ensure the accuracy and completeness of their interview.  Additionally, 

the participants were provided the opportunity to review a written summary of the 

findings and provide feedback.  Member checking helped ensure that the data analysis 

and interpretations accurately reflected the voices of the participants.  Moustakas (1994) 

maintained that member checking is the most important practice in phenomenological 

methodology, as it uncovers any misinterpretations and misunderstandings, instilling 

confidence in the findings.   
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Another strategy to address credibility was the use of multiple data sources.  The 

interviews with 12 participants and field notes served as triangulation of data sources, 

which Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommended to enhance credibility as well as 

transferability and dependability.  In addition, an Extension colleague with no 

connections to the study participated in peer debriefing following the data analysis.  This 

helped corroborate that the findings were plausible (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Transferability is addressed by using strategies that convey the detail, context, 

emotion, and other subtleties concerning the findings that allow readers to determine the 

applicability of the findings in their own settings (Creswell, 2014).  With this objective in 

mind, I included rich, thick descriptions when writing the results.  Generous use of 

participant quotes serves to help the reader understand as fully as possible how the 

participants experienced the phenomenon. 

The assurance of dependability is accomplished with strategies to confirm that the 

results are supported by the data collected (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  For this purpose, I 

transcribed verbatim the interview recordings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and double-

checked the transcripts while listening to the recordings (Gibbs, as cited by Creswell, 

2014).  Furthermore, I used an iterative data analysis process that involved multiple 

reviews and going back and forth between the original transcripts and the composite 

descriptions.  This process aided in accurate interpretation of the data (Moustakas, 1994).  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommended that researchers create an audit trail so that 

anyone can substantiate the study’s results by reviewing the details of steps taken from 

beginning to end.  For an inquiry audit, I kept a journal throughout data collection and 

analysis, which included the rationales for decisions made (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  
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Triangulation of the data, as noted previously, also aided in the dependability of the study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Confirmability is conveyed using strategies that ensure the findings are consistent 

with the data obtained from the participants rather than the researcher’s personal beliefs 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Thus, I followed closely the research methods recommended 

by Moustakas (1994).  Consistently using the same underlying philosophy throughout the 

research process helps to achieve rigor in phenomenological research (Englander, 2012).  

By keeping a reflexive journal, along with practicing phenomenological epoché, I was 

aware of my thoughts and impressions about my experience with the phenomenon of 

WLB.  Reflexivity helped me remain aware of preconceived ideas to prevent them from 

inadvertently being interjected during data collection and analysis.  I also took field notes 

of my observations and interactions with participants following the interviews.  

Significance of the Study 

This study has the potential to make important contributions to WLB literature in 

several ways.  First, because no research to date has been conducted concerning the WLB 

experience of regional MU Extension specialists who are Millennials or from any other 

generation, the findings will be valuable to leaders and administrators in understanding 

the perceptions, challenges, and behaviors of this growing new generation of employees 

regarding WLB.  Although the organizational structure and climate of Extension in each 

state may vary (Tower, Bowen, & Alkadry, 2011), there are many similarities in work 

environments and WLB challenges experienced by regional Extension professionals 

throughout the United States (Ensle, 2005; Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; Kutilek et al., 
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2002).  Therefore, the findings of this study will be transferable to Cooperative Extension 

Systems nationwide.   

Second, the findings from this study will inform leaders and human resource 

managers at MU Extension in establishing WLB policies that are best suited to Millennial 

employees’ needs, desires, and expectations.  This information may be useful for other 

organizations, such as U.S. Cooperative Extension Systems, higher education institutions, 

and other employers with similar WLB challenges.  Many employers make the mistake of 

using a one-size-fits-all approach, which often is costly and likely to be ineffective 

(Darcy, McCarthy, Hill, & Grady, 2012).  Alternatively, Deal et al. (2010) advocated, 

“Through solid research … practitioners learn where their scarce resources can best be 

applied” (p. 197).  Employers will also benefit, as WLB will help “employees to be more 

engaged, productive, and fulfilled” (McMillan, Morris, & Atchley, 2011, p. 17).  Ideally, 

new policies and programs will be implemented because of the findings, which will help 

Millennial employees achieve the WLB that they desire and, at the same time, help 

employers attract and retain this generation of employees.  The organizational changes 

that encourage WLB also have the potential to benefit employees of all generational 

cohorts (Batt & Valcour, 2003; Greenhaus et al., 2003).   

Finally, this study will contribute to the limited empirical research about WLB 

and Millennial employees (Deal et al., 2010; Twenge et al., 2010).  More specifically, the 

findings will help to understand Millennials’ experiences with WLB, as well as their 

perceptions about an organizational culture in which the expectation has traditionally 

been to work long hours, nights and weekends (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010; Twenge, 

2010).   
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Summary 

This section introduced the topic of WLB among the Millennial generation, 

followed by the problem statement, purpose of the study, research question, and research 

design.  Using a transcendental, phenomenological approach, this study explored the 

lived experiences of 12 Millennial regional specialists regarding their WLB at MU 

Extension.  This study addressed gaps in the literature concerning Millennials and WLB, 

which is very limited in general and non-existent for Cooperative Extension.  More 

specifically, this study provides some understanding of how Millennials experience 

WLB.  Understanding the lived experiences of balancing the work and life domains 

among these early- to mid-career regional specialists has significance for helping 

Extension administrators and supervisors to develop policies and practices to recruit, 

retain, and lead this growing generational cohort.  The findings may also provide 

important insights regarding Millennial professionals in other occupations, including 

higher education and work settings with similar WLB challenges.   
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SECTION TWO: 

PRACTITIONER SETTING FOR THE STUDY 
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This phenomenological qualitative study explored the lived experience of 

Millennial regional specialists regarding their WLB at MU Extension.  The setting for 

this study was MU Extension, a land-grant Cooperative Extension System that provides 

education and outreach from the University of Missouri to the citizens of the state.  In 

2017, its reach was more than 1.7 million people statewide (University of Missouri 

Extension, 2017).  This section will begin with a historical overview of MU Extension, 

followed by organizational and leadership analyses, and will conclude with implications 

for this study.  

History of the Cooperative Extension System 

To understand MU Extension, it is important to know the history of land-grant 

colleges and universities.  The Cooperative Extension System, which includes MU 

Extension, is a nationwide, non-credit, educational organization that has been in existence 

for more than a century (Seevers et al., 2007).  The land-grant institutions and the 

Cooperative Extension Agricultural Service originated from several Acts of Congress 

passed in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  The first Morrill Act of 1862 laid the 

groundwork for the development of Extension by creating land-grant higher education 

institutions and agriculture experiment stations in every state (Rasmussen, 1989; Seevers 

et al., 2007).  Twenty-five years later, the Hatch Act of 1887 provided funding to assist 

farmers through agricultural research at land-grant colleges and universities (Seevers et 

al., 2007).  To address segregation policies practiced in former Confederate states at the 

time, the second Morrill Act of 1890 prohibited racial discrimination in the 1862 

institutions that were receiving federal funding and created 1890 institutions for African 

Americans (Seevers, Graham, Gamon, & Conklin, 1997).  The Smith-Lever Act of 1914 
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was the final legislation that created the Cooperative Extension Service, by establishing 

an educational partnership between land-grant universities, local county governments, 

and the United States Department of Agriculture (Seevers et al., 2007).  More recently, 

the third Morrill Act of 1994 once again expanded the land-grant system by recognizing 

tribal colleges and universities as 1994 institutions (APLU, 2012).   

In all, the Cooperative Extension System is possibly the world’s largest non-

formal educational system (Seevers et al., 2007).  The original purpose of the land-grant 

institutions was to extend research, resources, and practical education beyond college 

campuses, with the goal of improving economic prospects and quality of life for the 

common citizenry who were not college-bound (Seevers et al., 2007; University of 

Missouri Extension, 2018).  Even before the creation of the Cooperative Extension 

Service in 1914, the land-grant institutions had begun bringing agricultural research 

methods to farmers in rural communities by way of county educators (Rasmussen, 1989; 

Seevers et al., 2007).  The agriculture programming expanded to include home 

economics topics of importance to farm wives, including nutrition, food safety, food 

preservation, and other domestic issues.  Similarly, programs were created to assist farm 

families with positive youth development, which ultimately led to the creation of 4-H 

(Seevers et al., 2007).  This early county educator model was continued when 

Cooperative Extension was initiated, with the precedence established that “a county was 

a reasonable area of coverage for an [Extension] agent” (Rasmussen, 1989, p. 38).   

Over the past century, Cooperative Extension has adapted to meet the changing 

needs of American adults, youth, and families (Seevers et al., 2007).  While the U. S. 

population has migrated from largely residing in rural communities to urban and 
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suburban cities, and employment has shifted from farming to other professions, the high-

priority, critical issues of today align closely with Cooperative Extension’s traditional 

programs (APLU, 2012; Seevers et al., 2007).  Cooperative Extension continues to help 

solve high-priority issues and improve lives by applying research-based knowledge to 

meet locally identified issues, challenges, and opportunities in areas of agriculture, home 

economics, youth development, business and industry, and community development 

(Seevers et al., 2007).  Regional Extension professionals (i.e., agents, educators, 

specialists, and faculty, among other titles) are the front-line employees of land-grand 

institutions nationwide who carry out Cooperative Extension’s mission to assist with 

solving problems and facilitating changes in local communities (APLU, 2012).   

Thus, MU Extension’s current mission, strongly steeped in its land-grant roots, is 

“to improve lives, communities, and economies by producing relevant, reliable, and 

responsive educational strategies that enhance access to the resources and research of the 

University of Missouri” (University of Missouri Extension, 2018c).  Its vision is “to be a 

valued and trusted educational solution to improve the quality of life in Missouri” 

(University of Missouri Extension, 2018c), which reflects an emphasis on building and 

maintaining Extension’s reputation as an effective and reliable change agent.   

Organizational Analysis 

This organizational analysis will examine MU Extension through Bolman and 

Deal’s (2013) four frames: the structural frame, the human resource frame, the political 

frame, and the symbolic frame.  These frames provide different lenses, each with distinct 

beliefs and ideas, to help examine the day-to-day realities of the organization (Bolman & 

Deal, 2013) that pertain to the research question of this study.  Specifically, the frames 
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will assist in gaining clarity and understanding relative to the lived experience of 

Millennial regional specialists’ WLB at MU Extension.  This analysis is broad in scope, 

rather than specific to certain county offices, due to the multiple county locations that 

may be represented when recruiting Millennial regional specialists who meet the 

selection criteria to participate in the study.   

Structural Frame 

The structural frame likens organizations to a machine or factory.  Using this 

metaphor, the main points of focus are the organization’s units and subunits, roles and 

relationships, and goals and policies (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Two of the most basic 

assumptions of the structural frame are “dividing work and coordinating it thereafter” 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 42).  Clear, well-understood goals provide a blueprint for 

strong organizational performance.  In addition, an organization’s efficiency and 

effectiveness are dependent on well-designed operations.  One of the primary 

considerations in this regard is that the division, coordination, and control of work must 

be compatible with the goals, technology, and environment of the organization (Bolman 

& Deal, 2013).  If the work is incompatible with these factors, problems are likely to 

occur (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Examining the organizational structure provides valuable 

information for restructuring when the organization’s needs evolve over time (Bolman & 

Deal, 2013). 

Mintzberg’s (1979/2005) five-sector logo provides an alternative method for 

examining the structure of complex organizations beyond the traditional organizational 

chart.  Mintzberg’s (1979/2005) logo organizes various operational functions, as well as 

their relative size based on the number of employees, into five components or groupings.  
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At the base of the logo is the operating core, comprising the “workers who produce or 

provide products or services to customers or clients” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 76).  Just 

above the operating core is the administrative component, encompassing the mid-level 

managers who supervise, coordinate, control, and provide resources for the operating 

core (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  At the top of Mintzberg’s logo is the strategic apex, 

consisting of the highest level of leadership in the organization (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  

These senior administrators establish the mission and vision of the organization.  The 

administrative component, also known as the middle line, connects the strategic apex 

with the operating core to ensure that the strategies enacted by the mid-level management 

will lead to accomplishment of organizational goals (Mintzberg, 1979/2005).  Two 

additional groups are at either side of the middle line.  The technostructure, on the left, 

includes the specialists, technicians, and analysts who are responsible for setting 

standards and monitoring outputs and procedures.  On the right of the middle line, the 

support staff represent employees who assist and support the work of others in the 

organization. 

The strategic apex of MU Extension includes three senior administrators: the Vice 

Chancellor for Extension and Engagement, the Associate Vice Chancellor for Extension 

and Engagement, and the Assistant Vice Chancellor for Extension and Engagement.  

They establish statewide directives concerning the mission, vision, and values of the 

organization.  The middle line consists of 24 administrative positions, including program 

leaders, program directors, unit directors, and regional directors, all at comparable levels 

in the organizational hierarchy.  Regional directors provide direct supervision for regional 

specialists, while program leaders set performance expectations for their annual plans of 



 

 

43 

work and provide input on performance reviews.  MU Extension has a very large 

operating core, which includes the regional, county-based specialists and campus-based 

specialists who are housed primarily at the University of Missouri-Columbia.  The 

regional and state specialists are responsible for education and outreach to citizens of the 

state, which is the overall mission of the organization.  MU Extension employs full-time 

198 regional specialists and 75 campus-based specialists (D. Dews, personal 

communication, April 13, 2018).  MU Extension’s technostructure is a small subset of 14 

full-time employees, including those in human resources, training, and fiscal accounting, 

while 139 employees comprise the support staff involved with administrative support, 

communications, information technology, and data analysis (Bolman & Deal, 2013; D. 

Dews, personal communication, April 13, 2018).  As with campus-based specialists, all 

of MU Extension employees representing the apex, middle line, technostructure, and 

support staff work at the MU-Columbia campus, except the regional directors, who are 

based in offices within each of eight regions throughout the state. 

Mintzberg’s (1979/2005) five-sector logo provides a scheme to assist with 

identifying and understanding an organization’s overall structural configuration; each 

configuration is typically associated with unique organizational challenges.  Based on 

Mintzberg’s five structural configurations, MU Extension displays components of both a 

professional bureaucracy and a divisionalized form (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  MU 

Extension fits the profile of a professional bureaucracy with its large operating core of 

regional and campus specialists, as well as a flat managerial structure.  At the campus 

level, each academic program area has a great amount of freedom to tailor programs as 

the program director sees appropriate.  However, in many instances MU Extension 
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administrators manage regional specialists using a vertical model of coordination that is 

based on “top-down command and control” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 57).  In this 

hierarchical model, the regional directors and program leaders have oversight of regional 

specialists’ work, including performance expectations, programming initiatives, and grant 

projects.   

MU Extension also demonstrates a divisionalized structural form by the manner 

in which work is carried out at the individual county Extension offices.  At the county 

level, regional specialists are encouraged to develop, adapt, and implement education and 

outreach programs to meet the individual needs of communities.  Many county offices are 

great distances from campus, which can result in specialists having closer relationships 

with county stakeholders than campus administrators.  Although the dual structural 

configuration increases the complexity of the organization (Bolman & Deal, 2013), it is 

important to recognize that MU Extension’s unique structure began more than a century 

ago when the Cooperative Extension System was first established and still serves 

important purposes in carrying out the land-grant mission. 

These structural dynamics have both positive and negative implications for the 

issue of WLB.  On the negative side, the divisionalized form of the organization’s 

operations can lead to tension between the competing interests of the entities in the 

headquarters and divisions (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  For example, regional specialists 

may receive conflicting priorities and initiatives from program leaders versus 

stakeholders.  These situations create conflict for regional specialists that can negatively 

influence WLB.  Another issue of a divisionalized organization results from MU 

Extension leaders having offices that are distant from the county Extension offices of 



 

 

45 

regional specialists.  This may result in leaders being out of touch with realities at the 

county level (Bolman & Deal, 2013) and having difficulty understanding the needs of 

regional specialists (Bess & Dee, 2008b), such as those relating to Millennials’ WLB.  

The extent of any negative effects due to the divisionalized form, however, is dependent 

on the leadership style of each regional director and program leader.  A positive aspect of 

the divisionalized structure is its tendency to have a buffering effect on the bureaucratic 

structure.  Regional specialists’ infrequent contact with leadership provides a level of 

insulation from administrative control, which can help regional specialists have freedom 

and autonomy in their work (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Another effect of the divisionalized 

structure can be positive or negative, as it provides leeway for each county office to 

develop its own distinct sub-culture, including expectations related to WLB.   

The formally assigned roles and responsibilities of regional specialists present 

unique challenges, as well.  Regional specialists wear many hats, including program 

development and delivery, marketing, public relations, communications, budgeting, 

volunteer coordination, and office staff supervision, among others.  Furthermore, most 

regional specialists cover multiple counties, which frequently requires cultivating 

relationships as an outsider in the communities and juggling identified needs in each 

county.   

Human Resource Frame 

The human resource frame likens organizations and their employees to a family, 

in which relationships are interdependent, and “people and organizations need each 

other” (Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 117).  As such, it is important that the work 

environment provide benefits for both the employees and the organization.  The human 
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resource frame focuses on providing employees with the skills and support needed to 

perform their jobs well, while at the same time recognizing their need for personal 

growth and job satisfaction (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  When the employees’ needs do not 

fit with the organization, employees may harbor negative feelings and underperform, or 

may simply quit.  In contrast, both parties benefit when there is a good fit; employees 

earn a living and enjoy work that is meaningful and fulfilling, while organizations retain 

the talented and productive employees needed for organizational success.   

In many respects, MU Extension’s human resource practices and policies align 

with many of the basic human resource strategies described by Bolman & Deal (2013), 

such as investing in learning and professional development (University of Missouri 

Extension, 2021c) and promoting diversity (University of Missouri Extension, 2021b).  

MU Extension regional specialists’ benefits include insurance and retirement plans, 

vacation and personal leave, tuition assistance, and the federally mandated Family and 

Medical Leave Act leave (University of Missouri Extension, 2021a).  Additionally, 

regional specialists are eligible for professional development leave, generally for 1 

month, with the approval of the regional director and program leader.   

Regional specialists often have difficulty balancing the demands of work and life 

domains, since MU Extension does not offer any formal WLB policies such as flextime, 

telecommuting, or a compressed workweek.  Being in an exempt position, regional 

specialists receive no additional compensation when the job requires working nights and 

weekends.  Informally, some supervisors encourage the use of flextime when regional 

specialists work excessive hours, although this is not uniform across the state.  Each 

county office also has cultural norms that effectively prohibit or encourage regional 
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specialists in using flextime to manage their WLB.  Factors that prohibit the use of 

flextime include the specialists’ heavy workloads, as well as expectations of some 

regional directors, stakeholders, and other colleagues headquartered in the same county 

that regional specialists should be at the office during regular business hours, regardless 

of other hours worked.  

Also absent at MU Extension is a human resource philosophy or credo, which is a 

basic human resource strategy recommended by Bolman and Deal (2013).  While this is 

an uncommon occurrence in many organizations, adopting and adhering to such a 

philosophy serves to convey the organization’s core beliefs about managing people 

(Becker & Huselid, as cited in Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Schein (1999) also stressed that 

organizations should communicate the importance of work-family balance as an espoused 

value in a written document.  With MU Extension’s goals of education and outreach, its 

mission, vision, and values clearly reflect an overarching organizational emphasis on 

service to the citizens of the state (University of Missouri Extension, 2018c).  Yet, it is 

feasible for an organization’s focus on service to clientele to be broadened to include the 

wellbeing of its employees.  As demonstrated by Federal Express, whose company 

philosophy is People—Service—Profit, a human resource philosophy that values 

employees is compatible with service-focused goals.    

Another basic human resource strategy is to hire the right people for the job 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013).  While organizations need to know how to recruit and retain 

workers who are the most qualified for the positions, potential employees also need to 

know if the workplace will be suitable for their needs (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Cable and 

DeRue (as cited in Bolman & Deal, 2013) posited that a good fit between an employer 
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and employees is dependent on at least three criteria: 1) an organization that responds to 

individual preferences for useful work, 2) the extent that employees are able to express 

their skills and sense of self, and 3) how well individual financial and lifestyle needs are 

met.  The third directly relates to Millennials’ desire for WLB.  This is a critical area 

where MU Extension may fall short of meeting Millennial regional specialists’ lifestyle 

needs, potentially resulting in MU Extension not being a good fit as a career choice for 

this generational cohort.  

Even with an optimally designed structure, problems can arise in an organization 

due to interpersonal and group dynamics resulting from the human nature of employees 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013).  One example that is pertinent to issue of WLB is the informal 

norms of groups.  According to Bolman and Deal (2013), “every group develops informal 

rules to live by” (p. 177).  These norms dictate how the group functions and how 

members behave.  Concerning WLB at MU Extension, the norms at each county office 

will likely evolve over time depending on the regional specialists headquartered there.  

For example, the offices with predominantly tenured, Baby Boomer generation specialists 

may adhere to a more traditional work norm of maintaining regular office hours 

regardless of how many evening or weekend hours they might work that week.  As more 

Millennial regional specialists are hired and become the majority in a county office, the 

rigid norm for facetime may relax to accommodate their desire for WLB. 

Political Frame 

The political frame exemplifies organizations as a jungle with ongoing 

competition, conflict, and power struggles between individuals and groups (Bolman & 

Deal, 2013).  Organizations consist of coalitions of individuals and interest groups who 
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have different values, beliefs, interests, and perceptions (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  These 

enduring differences create conflict and competition between the various factions in 

organizations, particularly when scarce resources require difficult decisions (Bolman & 

Deal, 2013).  Power is the most important asset for obtaining desired outcomes, in 

addition to bargaining and negotiating skills (Bolman & Deal, 2013).    

A divisionalized structure of MU Extension creates competition for scarce 

resources due to its complex system of interrelated sub-units, each with their own unique 

interests, beliefs, values, and perspectives (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  For more than a 

decade, continued economic uncertainty has created growing competition for scarce 

resources between MU Extension and other entities, both at the university and in the 

counties.  Nationwide, Cooperative Extension faces many challenges, according to 

Schmiesing and Safrit (2006), such as balancing budgets with extreme financial 

limitations, reorganizing and trimming specialist and staff positions, and implementing 

fee generation strategies, among others.  Over the past 3 decades, these fiscal issues have 

caused significant cuts in the core number of regional specialist positions at MU 

Extension.  At an all-time low, the current regional specialist staffing requires difficult 

decisions in prioritizing local programming needs.  With a diminished operating core, the 

regional specialists’ time is a scarce resource within the organization.  As Bolman and 

Deal (2013) noted, “conflict is particularly likely to occur at boundaries, or interfaces, 

between groups and units” (p. 202).  Within MU Extension, conflict can occur between 

several groups and units: program leaders and regional directors; campus and regions; 

and grant projects and local initiatives.   
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Another consequence of MU Extension’s complex divisionalized structure is the 

tendency for multiple individuals, both internal and external to the organization, to have 

expectations about regional specialists’ work on various initiatives and projects.  This 

means that regional specialists typically feel as though they have many bosses, albeit 

informally, in addition to their regional directors and program leaders, who have official 

supervisory roles.  A difficult dilemma often results when regional specialists attempt to 

meet the expectations of multiple individuals who all have different perceptions about the 

high-priority needs.  These scenarios can lead to regional specialists having to juggle 

multiple demands and expectations, ultimately overcommitting their time, which can 

cause work overload, work-life conflict, and interference with WLB.  This is a common 

occurrence for regional specialists as different factions of the organization pull them in 

opposite directions.   

As Bolman and Deal (2013) pointed out, “scarce resources and enduring 

differences put conflict at the center of day-to-day dynamics and make power the most 

important asset” (p. 189).  Typically, power is equated with authority, yet there are 

multiple forms of power for individuals and groups to get what they want in 

organizations (Bolman & Deal, 2013; French & Raven, 1959/2005).  The bureaucratic 

structure of MU Extension imparts different types of power to its administrative leaders 

based on legitimate authority (French & Raven, 1959/2005), originating with the Vice 

Chancellor of Extension and Engagement and funneling down to its mid-level managers.  

Thus, regional directors and program leaders have position power over regional 

specialists in overseeing their work.  Regional directors may use their power in control of 

rewards, with their approval of merit pay increases, desirable committee assignments, 
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and funding of special projects for regional specialists.  Along with this authority, the 

regional director and program leaders may use coercive power by giving that employee a 

poor annual review if they believe a regional specialist did not meet performance 

expectations.   

Regional specialists may have other forms of power, particularly with individuals 

and groups in the communities they serve.  These include power related to information 

and expertise and reputation.  Many regional specialists reside in the communities where 

their offices are located; fellow residents often rely on them as a trusted source of 

information, both during and after work.  As regional specialists establish themselves in 

communities over time, they may develop another form of power, which is personal 

credibility.  This is often vital for getting ahead in organizations and is dependent on the 

behaviors determined to be socially and politically correct (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  

These assessments of credibility come from observations by individuals at the university 

and community levels.  Especially in small communities, regional specialists are very 

visible and often the expectation is that they are available 24/7.  Although this scrutiny of 

regional specialists is frequently very subjective, it can result in positive or negative 

perceptions about efforts made in the communities served, with subsequent approval or 

disapproval by citizens, community partners, and stakeholders.   

Symbolic Frame 

The symbolic frame portrays organizations as a carnival or theater, where the 

stage, props, and costumes serve to communicate the organization’s deepest cultural 

convictions (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  With the symbolic frame, symbols include myths, 

values, vision, heroes, rituals, ceremonies, and stories, among others.  What is most 
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important is the meaning behind the symbols, however—not the symbols themselves.  

When faced with uncertainty or ambiguity, people create symbols to address the human 

need for meaning, purpose, direction, faith, and hope (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Bolman 

and Deal (2013) asserted that symbols and culture are inseparable, stating, “Symbolic 

forms and activities are the basic elements of culture, accumulated over time to shape an 

organization’s unique identity and character” (p. 270).   

The most visible example of symbolism is the incorporation of the University of 

Missouri-Columbia stacked MU in the MU Extension official logo.  The logo clearly 

links MU Extension with the University of Missouri’s flagship institution and conveys 

the esteem and recognition of the overall MU brand (University of Missouri, 2021).  MU 

Extension’s greatest strength is that it extends knowledge from the University of Missouri 

to the people of the state; this provides a distinction to MU Extension as a trusted source 

of research-based information.   This is the brand of MU Extension: a visual identity that 

contributes to the promise of what Extension can do for clients and a visual reminder of 

their experiences with these services.  (University of Missouri Extension, 2020).   

However, while MU Extension has strong connections with the University of 

Missouri, other symbols typically associated with institutions of higher education are 

absent, such as academic regalia, statues, and diplomas (Manning, 2013).  Further, the 

physical space of MU Extension is unlike the University of Missouri’s Memorial Union 

tower and other stately buildings that communicate a long tradition of academic 

excellence.  Rather, the county Extension offices are typically located in county 

courthouses, post offices, or other local government buildings (U.S Department of 

Agriculture, n.d.).  The geographical location of county-based offices reflects Extension’s 
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long-standing ties to and reliance on county governments for financial support for local 

programming, as well as its positioning as a public service organization. 

Rituals and ceremonies provide order, predictability, and clarity for employees 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013).  Because they represent the day-to-day activities in an 

organization, rituals take place primarily within the county Extension offices.  A ritual 

common in many counties is regularly scheduled office conferences where the specialists 

and staff discuss work projects and reconnect after being out of the office for their 

respective programs in the community.  Annual ceremonies include each county’s 

Extension Council Annual Dinner, to recognize outgoing and incoming council members, 

and the Fall Summit Awards Banquet, to present specialists and staff with statewide 

awards.   

Sagas are symbols that often originate from the historical beginnings of an 

organization (Bolman & Deal, 2013) and convey important values and assumptions to 

new employees (Bess & Dee, 2008a).  Sagas develop through the telling and retelling of 

heroes’ stories (Bess & Dee, 2008a); these reinforce expectations about the “way things 

are done here” (Manning, 2013, p. 98).  “Saga reflects values held deeply by current 

organizational members, and identifies acceptable behaviors that are likely to contribute 

to the desired direction for the future of the organization” (Bess & Dee, as cited in 

Manning, 2013, p. 97).  Notable examples are the stories about a hero, Seaman Knapp, 

known as the father of Extension (Rasmussen, 1989).  His major contributions to 

Extension include authoring the bill that became the Hatch Act of 1887 and envisioning 

the Cooperative Extension System and Agricultural Experiment Stations (Rasmussen, 

1989).  Moreover, he initiated the concept of county agents, and his early work 
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influenced the structure of county Extension offices and programs in youth development 

and home economics that remain in existence today (Kelsey & Hearne, 1963).  Perhaps 

most influential to the overarching philosophy of Extension is his “demonstration method 

of providing practical and useful information to the public” (Rasmussen, 1989, p. 57).  

Knapp (as cited in Bliss, 1952) also had a deep concern and passion for assisting citizens 

who lacked resources.  

Knapp and the stories of his work have shaped the standards of what it means to 

be an Extension professional today.  The historical beginnings of Cooperative Extension 

are evident in the Extension Professional’s Creed, a set of basic guidelines that Extension 

professionals aspire to live up to in their work.  These convey the values of empowering 

people, lifelong learning, and unbiased knowledge (Seevers et al., 2007).  Bolman and 

Deal (2013) maintained that organizational values highlight the important qualities that 

embody what an organization stands for, and warrant attention and commitment.  Values 

also “convey a sense of identity and help people feel special about what they do” 

(Bolman & Deal, 2013, p. 249).  At MU Extension, values inspire the regional specialists 

to do exceptional work for the benefit of the citizens of Missouri, and instill pride for 

being part of the nationwide Cooperative Extension System.  On the other hand, at times 

these same symbols also reinforce unrealistic expectations for regional specialists to 

serve the public at the expense of their personal lives—a mindset that is not conducive 

for WLB. 

Leadership Analysis 

Managers in an organization have a great influence on the underlying attitude 

toward and support of employees’ WLB (Nitzsche et al., 2014).  Studies have shown that 
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managers supportive of WLB reduce employee work-life imbalance (Batt & Valcour, as 

cited in Nitzsche et al., 2014; Thomas & Ganster, as cited in Nitzsche et al., 2014).  

Moreover, managers who are unsupportive of WLB increase employee work-life conflict 

(Anderson, Coffey, & Byerly, as cited in Nitzsche et al., 2014; Beauregard, as cited in 

Nitzsche et al., 2014).  At MU Extension, regional directors and program leaders are the 

middle managers who supervise regional specialists.  Because they are the leaders in the 

organization who have the greatest influence on these employees’ WLB, this leadership 

analysis will be about MU Extension’s regional directors and program leaders.   

Specifically, the leadership analysis will focus on transformational leadership, due 

to its relevance to this study.  As reviewed in Section 3, concerns about the work-life 

imbalance of Cooperative Extension employees are well documented (Ensle, 2005).  

Although the Joint Council of Extension Professionals strongly advocated for 

administrators throughout the Cooperative Extension System to reduce the workload and 

time requirements of regional Extension professionals, the organizational culture of 

Cooperative Extension has remained largely unsupportive of WLB (Kutilek et al., 2002).   

Kutilek et al. (as cited in Tanner, 2018b) suggested a transformational leadership 

style to bring about the necessary changes in work culture to improve WLB for 

employees in the Cooperative Extension System.  A transformational leadership style 

includes characteristics that would allow Extension supervisors to positively influence 

WLB by providing individualized support for regional Extension professionals, as well as 

promoting and modeling a strong WLB culture (Nitzsche et al., 2014).  Tanner’s (2018a) 

study addressed these issues and concluded that supervisors’ use of transformational 

leadership, combined with an organizational culture supportive of WLB, served to 
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enhance employee WLB.  Additional support for focusing on transformational leadership 

is provided from several peer-reviewed studies that found transformational leadership has 

a positive effect on the WLB of employees (Kishino & Hirano, 2016; Munir, Nielsen, 

Garde, Albertsen, & Carneiro, 2012; Syrek, Apostel, & Antoni, 2013; Zakaria & Omar, 

2016).   

Transformational Leadership 

Transformational leadership is a popular leadership approach that has grown as a 

focus of research since the early 1980s.  Researchers have studied its application in areas 

of management and social psychology, as well as nursing, education, and industrial 

engineering (Northouse, 2016).  First introduced in 1978 by Burns (as cited in Northouse, 

2016), transformational leadership was expanded and refined by Bass (as cited in 

Northouse, 2016) in the mid-1980s to bring more attention to followers’ needs than 

leaders’ needs, among other differences.  A distinguishing feature of transformational 

leadership is its ability to transform followers to go beyond their own self-interests for the 

good of the group, organization, or community (Bass & Avolio, as cited in Northouse, 

2016).  Transformational leadership is a process that emphasizes intrinsic motivation and 

development of followers (Bass & Riggio, as cited in Northouse, 2016).  This requires 

focusing on emotions, values, ethics, standards, and goals, as well as paying attention to 

followers’ motives, responding to their needs, and treating them as individuals 

(Northouse, 2016).  Rather than being a prescriptive guide of exactly what actions to take 

in particular situations, transformational leadership provides a general framework for 

approaching leadership, which “emphasizes ideals, inspiration, innovations, and 

individual concerns” (Northouse, 2016, p. 180).  Since this leadership style is behavior-
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based and not dependent on inherent personal traits, anyone can learn to be a 

transformational leader (Bass & Avolio, as cited in Northouse, 2016). 

Four Factors of Transformational Leadership  

Bass and Avolio’s (as cited in Northouse, 2016) model of transformational 

leadership includes four factors, known as the Four I’s: idealized influence, inspirational 

motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration.  These factors are 

additive and, therefore, act synergistically.  Together, they result in positive effects, such 

as followers performing beyond the usual expectations (Northouse, 2016).   

Idealized influence, or charisma, describes characteristics of leaders who are 

strong role models for followers, consistently demonstrating high ethical and moral 

standards and communicating a clear vision and mission (Northouse, 2016).  Through 

idealized influence, followers develop deep trust and respect for leaders, as well as 

motivation to do the tasks required (Northouse, 2016).  Charisma displayed by leaders 

makes others want to follow their or the organization’s vision for the future (Northouse, 

2016).  The second factor, inspirational motivation, pertains to leaders who set high 

expectations and motivate followers to work cooperatively toward a shared vision 

(Northouse, 2016).  Leaders use inspiration when they appeal emotionally to followers’ 

efforts so that they achieve beyond what they would on their own accord (Northouse, 

2016).  Inspirational motivation results in creating a sense of team spirit in an 

organization (Northouse, 2016).   

Leaders who inspire followers to be creative and innovative in their work 

demonstrate the third factor, intellectual stimulation.  It also involves encouraging 

followers to challenge well-established beliefs and values, including those of their own, 
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the leader, and the organization.  Leaders who promote intellectual stimulation provide 

support for employees to try new and innovative approaches and to think and problem-

solve on their own (Northouse, 2016).  The fourth factor, individualized consideration, 

represents leaders who provide a supportive and caring environment that includes 

listening and responding to the individual needs of followers (Northouse, 2016).  By 

serving as a coach and advisor, the leader helps followers to take on challenges, which 

allows them to grow and achieve their full potential.    

Transformational Leadership at MU Extension 

Tanner (2018a) conducted a nationwide survey of Cooperative Extension agents 

(N = 1,390) that investigated the relationship between the agents’ WLB and their ratings 

of middle managers (i.e., the regional directors) at MU Extension using the 

Transformational Leadership Behavior Inventory (TLBI; Jacobs et al., as cited in Tanner, 

2018b).  The TLBI survey consists of seven items with ratings on a 5-point Likert-style 

scale.  Each statement relates to one of seven corresponding characteristics of 

transformational leadership (e.g., articulating vision, providing individualized support, 

and modeling behaviors).  The findings showed that transformational leadership of the 

middle leaders positively influenced the WLB culture ratings of the Extension agents.  

Furthermore, the effect of middle leaders’ transformational leadership on the Extension 

agents’ WLB was stronger when combined with a WLB culture (Tanner, 2018a).   

The Missouri responses (N = 140) from Tanner’s (2018b) study indicated that 

regional specialists rated the regional directors at MU Extension favorably on 

transformational leadership, with the exception of one region with lower ratings.  The 

summative TLBI scores for Missouri regional directors were very consistent, clustering 
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between 24 and 25.  Tanner (2018b) suggested that the consistency of the scores was due 

to a cohesive hiring philosophy for the regional director position, which in turn 

contributed to consistent expectations of regional specialists at MU Extension.  

Compared to survey participants from all states, the results for the Missouri participants 

were mildly above the national average scores, although no sizable variance was found in 

any item between Missouri and the nationwide data (Tanner, 2018b).  

Implications for Research in the Practitioner Setting 

Combined with research showing Millennials’ desire for balance between work 

and life domains, the organizational analysis using Bolman and Deal’s (2013) four 

frames reinforces the need for this phenomenological study.  Within each of the four 

frames, multiple insights emerged regarding issues that impact regional specialists’ 

ability to achieve WLB.  A pervasiveness of the issues is demonstrated by the 

interrelationships and overlap between multiple frames.  The organizational analysis 

supports the supposition that MU Extension may have similar issues as previously 

identified in the literature relative to work-life imbalance of Cooperative Extension 

organizations in other states.  Collectively, this indicates a need to explore the WLB of 

Millennial regional specialists at MU Extension.  Given the importance of WLB 

attributed to this younger generational cohort, combined with Extension’s history of 

work-life imbalance for regional professional employees, the organizational culture of 

MU Extension may be a poor fit for Millennials, who may choose other organizations 

that are more accommodating to WLB when deciding on a career path.  By understanding 

Millennials’ lived experiences with WLB at MU Extension, administrators will obtain 

insights about whether WLB policies and practices are warranted and what would be 
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most meaningful to the organization’s current Millennial regional specialists.  

Competitive human resources policies serve to attract and retain the most qualified 

employees, as well as motivate them to do their best work (Bolman & Deal, 2013).   

The organizational analysis using all four frames will be helpful in making sense 

of the study’s findings.  The issues identified through the analysis, as well as the 

portrayal of a complex organization with many sources of conflict typically experienced 

by regional specialists, will provide context for understanding the perceptions and 

experiences of the participants regarding the phenomenon of WLB.  While the purpose of 

this study is not to examine leadership at MU Extension and it is unknown which 

leadership styles are typically used by its leaders, awareness of the ways in which 

transformational leadership can support WLB will be important in recognizing these 

leadership characteristics and behaviors if they emerge in the data analysis.   

The understanding gained from the study may lead to recommendations for 

potential changes in the organization and leadership at MU Extension.  When sharing the 

findings of this study, it will be important to consider who in the organization will have 

the greatest interest in this information.  The organizational analysis suggests that the 

regional directors may be particularly interested, as well as program leaders, human 

resources managers, and administrators.  The changing demographics of the workforce 

means that all Cooperative Extension Systems are experiencing an influx of Millennial-

generation employees, who desire and expect WLB in their jobs.  The issues from this 

organizational analysis that cause difficulty for regional specialists in achieving WLB are 

not unique to Missouri.  These are very similar to the challenges faced by Extension 
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professionals in other states.  Therefore, the findings will be of interest to Extension 

leadership in other states. 

MU Extension’s leaders play an important role in making changes in the 

organization that will optimize Millennial regional specialists’ ability to achieve WLB.  

While the impetus for change may be due to the attention on Millennials, policies and 

practices that support WLB will benefit all employees at MU Extension.  The regional 

directors, especially, are well positioned to address the issues identified through the 

structural and political frames.  With one exception, regional directors are demonstrating 

the use of transformational leadership, which means they have the ability to provide 

support to regional specialists while they promote and model a culture of WLB.  The 

authority of regional directors within the organization and in their supervision of regional 

specialists is particularly advantageous for them to intervene in defining expectations of 

regional specialists’ roles and responsibilities.  Greater flexibility within the formal 

bureaucratic structure (Bolman & Deal, 2013), including how, where, and when regional 

specialists do their work, may be beneficial.  Regional directors also should use 

performance objectives, which specify the outcomes expected rather than how to achieve 

the results (Mintzberg, 1979/2005).   

To remedy politically charged battles over regional specialists’ time, the most 

important task of a regional director is “to be a persuasive advocate for their group” (p. 

202), while using bargaining skills and developing alliances (Bolman & Deal, 2013).  

Because the symbolic frame tends to be more applicable at the county level, the regional 

directors also have opportunities to shape deep-seated cultural norms that can have a 

significant impact on regional specialists’ WLB.  For example, the regional director could 
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initiate new rituals and celebrations to encourage reasonable work expectations and set an 

example of how to balance work and life effectively.  However, to address the issues 

identified through the human resource frame, such as initiating a human resource 

philosophy and adopting WLB policies, there must also be support at the highest level of 

leadership.   

The findings of this study may suggest the need for changes in the leadership 

styles of regional directors or program leaders at MU Extension.  For example, it is 

possible that the participants’ perceptions and experiences with WLB will include 

descriptions that pertain to unsupportive actions of their supervisors.  The 

transformational leadership factors discussed may provide the support, encouragement, 

and inspiration to assist Millennial regional specialists in achieving a satisfactory level of 

WLB.  Leaders at MU Extension who currently use a different leadership style can learn 

to apply the characteristics and behaviors of transformational leadership.   

Summary 

MU Extension is a complex and unique organization with more than a 100-year 

history of providing research-based education programs and outreach to the citizens of 

Missouri.  There are many challenges inherent to MU Extension that present difficulties 

for regional specialists and may influence their perceptions and experiences regarding 

WLB at MU Extension.  The organizational analysis and leadership analysis highlight 

three areas with implications for research in the practitioner setting.  First, the issues and 

insights identified from the analyses will be useful in making sense of the research 

findings.  Second, when sharing the results of the study, the analyses will help determine 

the individuals and entities who will be most interested in Millennial regional specialists’ 
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perceptions and experiences about WLB.  Third, the analyses will be important for 

making practical and viable recommendations for potential changes by leaders at MU 

Extension to address issues concerning WLB, as suggestive of the study’s results.  In 

addition, MU Extension leaders may assist regional specialists to achieve WLB by using 

a transformational leadership style.   
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It is predicted that Millennials will likely change the workplace (Williams, 2013) 

as they dominate the workforce in the coming decade (Toossi, 2006).  The sheer number 

of today’s Millennials gives them a strong voice for change (Baird, 2015).  One condition 

of employment that this generation reportedly not only desires, but also expects, is work-

life balance (WLB) and job flexibility (Deloitte, 2016).  Some employers have already 

made changes to incorporate WLB policies and programs, while others are waiting for 

additional evidence before enacting new initiatives (Adame-Sánchez, Gonzáles-Cruz, & 

Martínez-Fuentes, 2016).   

The purpose of this scholarly review is to identify and analyze relevant literature 

about WLB and the Millennial generation to provide background and context pertaining 

to the overarching research question of this study: How do Millennial-generation regional 

specialists experience WLB at MU Extension?  This section will begin with an overview 

of literature about the Millennial generation and generational differences.  A review of 

literature on WLB will follow, focusing primarily on the research that overlaps with 

Millennials and Cooperative Extension.  

Millennials Compared with Other Generations 

Millennials, also commonly known as Generation Y, may be the most studied of 

all generations (Seppanen & Gualtieri, 2012).  Since the beginning of this millennium, 

countless publications have enumerated the personality traits and characteristics of 

Millennials that reportedly are strikingly different from previous generations at the same 

age.  With Millennials projected to dominate the workforce by 2020 (Fry, 2015), it is 

important for employers to “consider how the differences in generations might radically 

change how to manage, motivate, and retain a workforce” (Stewart et al., 2017, p. 49).  
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However, although there is a plethora of information about this younger group in today’s 

workforce, it is often difficult to sort fact from fiction.  This review examines several 

topics in the literature that often are a source of confusion about Millennials compared to 

other generations. 

Defining Generations 

Researchers in the Western world typically design studies based on the 

assumptions of four generations now in the workplace (Parry & Urwin, 2011).  Although 

much variation is found in the literature as to the years used to define generations, the 

Pew Research Center (as cited in Fry, 2018) established these divisions: Silent (born 

1928-1945), Baby Boomer (born 1946-1964), Generation X (born 1965-1980), and 

Millennial (born 1981-1996).  The underlying premise of generational theory is that the 

different life experiences of each generation have a profound impact on their personalities 

and worldviews, due to significant cultural events and socioeconomic changes 

experienced during their youth (Schaie, 1965).  Therefore, individuals will exhibit a 

collective set of values, characteristics, and traits according to their generational group.   

Generational Differences and Personality 

Generational theory suggests that each generation has common personality traits 

based on the shared life events experienced by the group.  While there are many widely 

held beliefs about personality differences between generations, most stem from anecdotal 

evidence.  Based on a thorough review of many popular magazines and research journals, 

Deal et al. (2010) concluded that only two personality traits have reasonably solid data to 

support differences in Millennials compared to previous generations at the same age.  

Specifically, these personality factors are assertiveness and self-esteem (Twenge & 
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Campbell, 2001).  Costanza and Finkelstein (2015) also reported empirical support for 

personality differences that have been connected to work-related outcomes, such as 

narcissism (Twenge, Campbell, Hoffman, & Lance, 2010) and social dominance 

(Roberts, Walton, & Veichtbauer, as cited in Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015).   

Although evidence is lacking to prove the vast majority of personality traits that 

are widely attributed to Millennials, these beliefs persist, both in print and in peoples’ 

minds.  In a study of management in the hospitality industry, Gursoy, Maier, and Chi 

(2008) found that Baby Boomer and Gen X managers thought poorly of Millennials.  The 

Baby Boomer managers believed Millennials are lazy and unreliable, lack work ethic, 

and expect promotion without merit.  The same was true of Gen X managers, who also 

thought Millennials lack common sense, are overconfident, and are high-maintenance.  

Generalizations serve a purpose because they save time in making quick judgements 

(Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015).  In addition, people tend to remember information about 

individuals who fit known stereotypes, while disregarding information that does not fit 

(Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015).  

Generational Differences in the Workplace 

Interest in generational differences in the workplace continues to increase with 

employers, practitioners, and researchers (Costanza, Badger, Fraser, Severt, & Gade 

2012).  The research in this area generally encompasses two broad categories: work 

values and work attitudes.  Work values include six topic areas and are discussed 

separately in the next section.  Work attitudes include the topics of job satisfaction, 

organizational commitment, and intention to quit (Lyons & Kuron, 2014).  However, 
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some researchers do not make clear distinctions between work values and work attitudes, 

and use these terms interchangeably. 

Reviews of scholarly research conducted within the past 8 years provided a good 

overview of the empirical data currently available in support of generational differences 

in the workplace.  Overall, the reviews indicated that the evidence for purported claims 

about differences in Millennials compared to previous generations is weak, mixed, or 

nonexistent (Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Parry & Urwin, 2011; Twenge, 2010).  The 

generational differences examined in the reviews included a variety of work-related 

constructs: work values (Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Parry & Urwin, 2011; Twenge, 2010); 

and personality, work attitudes, leadership, teamwork, work-life balance, and career 

patterns (Lyons & Kuron, 2014).  Similarly, in a meta-analysis of research published in 

peer-reviewed journals, Costanza et al. (2012) concluded there was moderate to no 

support for generational differences in the work attitudes of job satisfaction, 

organizational commitment, and turnover intent.  Conversely, Twenge (2010) found 

empirical evidence to support differences between generations in the work values of work 

centrality, leisure, work ethic, and extrinsic work values.   

The large number of inconclusive or weak findings noted in the empirical 

literature reviews and meta-analysis, as well as an array of limitations with these studies, 

are at the center of an ongoing debate about research on generational differences.  The 

scholars engaged in this academic argument hold starkly opposing opinions.  On one end 

of the spectrum, there are those who believe there is little to no value from studying 

generational differences (e.g., Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; 

Parry & Urwin, 2011); at the other end, others believe studies about generational 
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differences have merit for human sciences (e.g., Campbell, Campbell, Siedor, & Twenge, 

2015; Stewart et al., 2017).   

Those who criticize research on generational differences point out the lack of 

scientific evidence and theoretical justification to support generational differences, as 

well as the frequency with which studies of generational differences use inconsistent 

methodologies, which makes the results difficult to interpret (Costanza & Finkelstein, 

2015; Lyons & Kuron, 2014; Parry & Urwin, 2011).  Costanza and Finkelstein (2015) 

maintained that even when differences exist, they are often so small that they have little 

practical significance.  Some scholars raised concerns about the lack of theoretical 

justification for generational theory, disputing the very foundation that forms the base for 

research about generational differences (Costanza & Finkelstein, 2015).  Further, despite 

acknowledgement that empirical evidence exists for some differences between 

generations, Costanza and Finkelstein (2015) argued that there is no reason to continue 

research on generational differences.   

The opposing side who advocates for generational differences research maintains 

that multigenerational studies are valid and needed for human resource decisions despite 

their limitations (Campbell et al., 2015; Stewart et al., 2017).  Stewart et al. (2017) 

argued that there must be some validity to generational differences for companies to 

commit so much of their own money to national and international surveys about 

Millennials.  In fact, PricewaterhouseCoopers’ decision to begin the surveys was 

prompted by high turnover rates among Millennial workers (Stewart et al., 2017).  

Regardless of their position on the spectrum of critical to supportive, many researchers 
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concur there is a need for greater consistency in research methodologies and updated 

theoretical models of generational differences.   

Generational Differences in Work Values 

Work values are personal beliefs that influence individuals’ attitudes, satisfaction, 

and commitment toward their jobs and ultimately are a large determinant in career 

decisions (Sortheix, Chow, & Salmela-Aro, 2015).  Understanding generational 

differences in work values is important for employers, as changing work values have 

implications for recruiting, hiring, and retaining employees (Wey Smola & Sutton, 2002).  

Consequently, work values represent a frequently studied construct within the broader 

research area of generational differences in the workplace.   

Twenge (2010) defined work values as “the outcomes people desire and feel they 

should attain through work” (p. 1121).  Work values include six categorizations 

(Cennamo & Gardner, 2008; Twenge et al., 2010): 1) extrinsic (i.e., external rewards, 

such as pay); 2) intrinsic (i.e., rewards from interesting and challenging work); 3) 

altruistic (i.e., ability to improve society); 4) social (i.e., relationships and interactions 

with others); 5) prestige (i.e., status, influence, and power); and 6) work-life balance (i.e., 

the balance of leisure and work centrality).  It is common to find a different mix of work 

values or variables examined by different studies (Twenge, 2010). 

Several landmark studies revealed that Millennials are more likely than older 

generations to score higher in work-life balance work values.  Wey Smola and Sutton 

(2002) reported a decline in work centrality, which is the importance placed on work 

(Paullay, Alliger, & Stone-Romero, 1994), and work ethic for participants between the 

years 1974 to 1999.  Twenge et al. (2010) also reported a decline in work centrality, as 
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well as an increase in leisure values between older and younger generations.  Twenge et 

al.’s (2010) study provided the “first quantitative evidence of a generational shift in work 

values…” (p. 1133).  Other research on work values found Millennials and Generation X 

place greater importance on freedom work values (Cennamo & Gardner, 2008).   

Researchers also have investigated generational differences in attitudes and 

preferences related to WLB.  Corporate Leadership Council (as cited in Ng, Schweitzer, 

& Lyons, 2010) reported greater expectations among Millennials for WLB at all career 

stages compared to Gen X or Baby Boomers.  Gursoy et al. (2008) conducted 10 focus 

groups with 91 hospitality workers in North America and found Baby Boomers more 

strongly identify with an attitude of live to work, while Generation X, and even more so 

Millennials, relate to an attitude of work to live.  From a review of four time-lag and four 

cross-sectional studies on generational differences, Twenge (2010) concluded that 

Millennials and Gen X have a greater desire for higher pay, flexible schedules, and WLB 

than previous generations.   

Furthermore, in a cross-sectional study of 717 employees at 29 North American 

hotels, Gursoy, Chi, and Karadag (2013) concluded, “Findings of this study provided 

further evidence that differences in work values among employees from different 

generations exist” (p. 47).  In addition, from an academic review, Lyons and Kuron 

(2013) determined there was some evidence to suggest increasing priorities on WLB with 

successive generations, both attitudinally and behaviorally.  This included two time-lag 

studies and three cross-sectional studies from North America and a cross-sectional study 

from the Netherlands.  The authors’ critique noted the need for sequential longitudinal 
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studies to provide stronger data showing how WLB attitudes and behaviors change both 

within and across generations. 

Generational versus Societal Changes 

Some researchers posit that the changes in generations reflect the changes in our 

society, rather than differences in personality traits.  The progressive changes in society 

having an effect on generational differences has empirical support from several studies.  

As noted by Twenge et al. (2010) and other researchers, at least some of the differences 

found in work values appear to reflect social trends over time more than true differences 

between generations.  In other words, the trend emerging from the research is an increase 

in leisure values and decrease in centrality of work with each successive generation, from 

Baby Boomers to Gen X to Millennials (Families and Work Institute, 2006; Twenge et 

al., 2010; Wey Smola & Sutton, 2002).  Viewing generational preferences for WLB as a 

growing trend helps to explain why studies have shown that Millennials and Generation 

X both value WLB more so than Baby Boomers (Gursoy et al., 2013; Twenge et al., 

2010).  This trend may relate to the development of technology that can provide 

flexibility in working at home (Golden, 2001).  These technological advances were not 

available to Baby Boomers as they were establishing work habits throughout their 

careers.  

Limitations of Multigenerational Studies 

A study’s research design is an important consideration when evaluating the 

generational differences reported in the literature.  One limitation is in the use of cross-

sectional studies, because an individual’s maturity, life situation, or career stage may be 

what is influencing any differences found, rather than the birth year of the generational 
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cohort (Cennamo & Gardner, 2008; Deal et al., 2010; Twenge et al., 2010).  Twenge et 

al. (2010) recommended time-lag studies for greater validity in results by comparing 

participants when they are at the same ages at different points in time.  When studies are 

designed this way, differences found in participants are more likely due to generation, 

rather than age.   

At the same time, some researchers have disagreed about the extent that 

individuals’ work values and attitudes change over time.  Kuron, Lyons, Schweitzer, and 

Ng (2015) recently reported no significant differences in work values of Millennials 

before and after entering the workforce.  Similarly, a previous meta-analysis by Low, 

Yoon, Roberts, and Rounds (2005) found that work attitudes are stable after adolescence 

through early adulthood, suggesting that work attitudes hold constant over the course of a 

person’s life, similar to personality traits and abilities.  Singer and Abramson (1973) also 

reported consistency in adults’ work values over the course of 12 years, even though 

there were significant changes in the participants’ salaries during the same timeframe.  

However, Jin and Rounds (2012) concluded from a more recent meta-analysis that work 

values become stable only after individuals enter the workforce.  Krahn and Galambos 

(2014) reported that work values, especially intrinsic values, increase during the ages of 

18 to 25, while Lechner, Sortheix, Göllner, and Salmela-Aro (2017) reported that 

extrinsic values increase with the transition from non-working to working status.  

Additional research will help to clarify changes in work values and attitudes as 

Millennials matured and transitioned from college to work. 

Another limitation of research about generational differences is the confounding 

influence of sub-sets within the generational group studied.  As several researchers have 
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noted, there is as much difference within generations as there is between generations 

(Denecker, as cited in Gursoy et al., 2013; Ng et al., 2010; Twenge et al., 2010).  

According to Parry and Urwin (2011), “The probability of significant differences within a 

generation is another aspect that makes the distinction between generations more 

complex” (p. 89).  Factors such as gender, race, ethnicity, regional location, and culture 

of the employees may cause significant differences in work values and other work-related 

constructs (Parry & Urwin, 2011).  Additionally, generational characteristics are specific 

to a country and are not generalizable to other countries, due to their differences in 

cultures (Egri & Ralston, as cited in Parry & Urwin, 2011).   

Work-Life Balance 

WLB has been a topic of considerable research the past several decades, primarily 

due to concerns about the increased levels of stress and tension between work and family 

demands and their subsequent negative effects on employees’ well-being and job 

performance (Kalliath & Brough, 2008).  The increased conflict between work and 

family is attributed to societal changes that began in the 1980s, including increasingly 

greater numbers of women, mothers, and single parents in the workforce (U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics, 1999).  At the same time, American workers have experienced 

increasingly greater time demands over the past 15-20 years due to factors such as 

globalization, technological innovations, and high-pressure jobs (Hewlett & Luce, 2006; 

Hochschild, 1997; Ryan & Kossek, 2008).  Ultimately, the conflict and stress that 

originate from work spill over to other areas of life, creating work-life conflict and work-

life imbalance.  As a result, employees experience decreased quality of life, negative 

health effects, and decreased effectiveness in their work (Greenhaus et al., 2003).   
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Work-Life Balance Overview 

Despite the volume of literature in this area, there is no agreed-upon definition of 

WLB (Kalliath & Brough, 2008).  One premise of WLB is the notion that balance occurs 

when there is equality between work and family roles.  Thus, each role receives 

approximately the same amount of time, attention, involvement, or commitment 

(Greenhaus et al., 2003).  In contrast, other researchers believe that it is possible to have 

balance without expending equal time or effort in both roles (Frone, 2003; Guest, 2002).  

Another fundamental difference in the literature is whether the researchers focus on 

balancing work with family or life.  Traditionally, the focus was on work and family.  

Over time, many researchers have broadened family to include all domains of life 

(Adame-Sánchez et al., 2016; Kalliath & Brough, 2008).  This includes many other roles 

that individuals may have, which may compete for time and effort beyond work and 

family.  Therefore, to be inclusive of subjective preferences for time spent between roles, 

as well as multiple domains of work and life, the definition of WLB for this study was 

“the individual perception that work and non-work activities are compatible and promote 

growth in accordance with an individual’s current life priorities” (Kalliath & Brough, 

2008, p. 326).   

The rationale for organizational and managerial support of WLB is its positive 

effects for the well-being of employees, as well as stability and productivity for 

employers (Perrons, 2003).  The positive outcomes for employees include increased job 

satisfaction, reduced stress, and improved physical and mental health (Kossek & 

Hammer, 2008).  The business case for WLB includes reduced turnover (Dupré & Day, 

2007; Kossek & Hammer, 2008) and increased employee productivity and organizational 
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commitment (Bond, Thompson, Galinsky, & Prottas, 2002; Eaton, 2003).  According to 

Twenge et al. (2010), work-life conflict negatively affects employers “due to increases in 

absenteeism, higher insurance costs, and reduction in productivity” (p. 1136).  Moreover, 

when organizations ignore WLB, they may find it difficult to attract and retain talented 

employees (Batt & Valcour, 2003; Kutilek et al., 2002).  However, some researchers 

asserted that the evidence is limited or inconclusive in verifying positive outcomes 

between WLB and organizational benefits (Allen, 2001; Beauregard, 2006; Guest, 2002; 

Beauregard & Henry, 2009; Premeaux, Adkins, & Mossholder, 2007).  

Job Satisfaction 

Job satisfaction is a research construct often integrated with WLB studies.  It is 

also widely researched in the field of organizational psychology (Dormann & Zapf, 

2001).  Simply stated, job satisfaction is pleasurable or positive emotions in response to 

an individual’s work experiences (Locke, 1976).  According to Firebaugh and Harley 

(1995), studies about WLB first introduced this topic in the 1980s, when job satisfaction 

research began to focus on age, gender, and occupation in response to social and 

economic changes in the workforce.  This research dovetailed with new models of work-

family issues related to job satisfaction that were under development in many 

organizations at the time.  The research suggests that job satisfaction has positive effects 

on employees’ productivity, absenteeism, turnover, and effectiveness (Mottaz, 1985).  

Another related concept in WLB research is person-organization (P-O) fit, which 

refers to individuals’ perceptions of how well they are able to obtain the work values that 

are of importance to them through their work (Kristof, 1996).  For example, a job that 

requires extensive overtime will not be a good fit for someone who highly values time for 
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leisure activities.  Research indicates that when there is a good P-O fit, employees have 

less intention to quit and greater job satisfaction and organizational commitment (Kristof-

Brown et al., 2005).   

Work-Family and Family-Work Conflict 

Employees may experience work-life imbalance due to conflict relating to the 

stresses that spill over from work-to-home or the opposite: from home-to-work.  In 

essence, work-family conflict results from incompatible demands of work and family 

roles.  When the demands of one role interfere with those of another role, it makes the 

other role more difficult (Greenhaus, Allen, & Spector, 2006; Greenhaus & Beutell, 

1985).  Greenhaus and Beutell (1985) were instrumental in developing a conflict 

construct that researchers have used extensively for more than 30 years.  It includes three 

types of work-family conflict: time-based conflict, strain-based conflict, and behavior-

based conflict.  Each type of conflict may be bidirectional, such that work and life can 

reciprocally interfere with each other (i.e., work-life conflict vs. life-work conflict; Frone, 

2003; Hammer & Thompson, 2003).   

Time-based conflict, more widely researched than strain-based or behavior-based 

conflict (Hammer & Thompson, 2003), occurs when time demands of one role create 

difficulty in another role, either as a result of the individual not being physically present 

or mentally being preoccupied (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).  For instance, physical 

absence occurs when an employee attends meetings at night and is unable to be at family 

mealtimes.  Mental absence occurs when an employee who is worried about a family 

member at home is not able to concentrate fully at work.  Work-related time conflict 

correlates with the hours worked per week (Burke, Weir, & DuWors, 1980; Greenhaus & 
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Beutell, 1985; Keith & Shafer, 1980), in addition to commute time, shiftwork, overtime, 

and inflexible work schedules (Kelloway, Gottlieb, & Barham, 1999; Kinnunen, Geurts, 

& Mauno, 2004; Voydanoff, 2005).  Family-related time conflict relates to the hours for 

family or taking care of family obligations (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).  Women 

typically experience greater levels of time conflict than do men (Carlson, Kacmar, & 

Williams, 2000).  Time conflict also tends to be greater in individuals who are married 

compared to those who are unmarried, as well as individuals who have children—

especially young children—compared to those who do not have children (Greenhaus & 

Beutell, 1985; Greenhaus & Kopelman, 1981).  

Strain-based conflict occurs when an employee’s emotional strain from one role 

creates difficulty functioning in another role (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).  For example, 

an employee with family or personal problems may have difficulty concentrating on tasks 

while at work.  Conversely, an employee who is under a lot of stress at the office may not 

have patience at home when interacting with family members.  Strain conflict may be 

work- or family-based.  Work-related strain conflict correlates positively with job 

ambiguity and lack of supervisor support (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Kelloway et al., 

1999), as well as job stress and burnout (Bartolome & Evans, 1980; Jackson & Maslach, 

1982).  Family-based strain conflict occurs most often when the employees’ spouses have 

incompatible expectations regarding work and family (Beutell & Greenhaus, 1982; 

Eiswirth-Neems & Handal, 1978).  Further, some researchers have reported that strain 

conflict is greater for women than for men (Carlson et al., 2000; Voyandoff, 2005).   

Behavior-based conflict results when the behavior expected in one role is not 

compatible with the behavior expected in another role and behaviors do not change when 
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needed (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985).  For example, a results-driven behavior may be 

appropriate for business but will not provide the nurturance needed by family members.  

On the other hand, openly expressing emotions may be acceptable at home but 

inappropriate at work.  The research in behavior conflict is very sparse (Carlson et al., 

2000; Van Daalen, Willemsen, & Sanders, 2006).  

Supervisor Influence on Work-Life Balance 

The management of an organization has a great influence on the work culture and, 

subsequently, the WLB of employees.  A number of researchers have established that the 

level of supervisors’ support of WLB predicts whether WLB policies are successfully 

implemented (Lapierre et al., 2008; McCarthy, Darcy, & Grady, 2010; Thomas & 

Ganster, 1995; Thompson, Jahn, Kopelman, & Prottas, 2004).  If supervisors are 

accustomed to a culture of traditional work values, such as being at the office during 

normal business hours despite work during the evenings or weekends, they will likely 

resist WLB policies that allow employees flexibility over when, where, and how they do 

their work.  Conversely, supervisors who value flexibility in the workplace will likely 

promote a culture that supports WLB.  In a related study, Bailyn (1997) concluded that 

supervisors who recognize the importance of family needs were one of three key 

characteristics of a family-friendly culture.   

Supervisors also influence the work culture through their attitudes toward 

employees’ use of WLB polices.  Supervisors may perceive employees who use WLB 

policies as being less committed and less productive than other workers who do not use 

these policies (Greenhaus et al., 2003).  Thus, employees may fear hurting their career 

and refrain from using WLB policies (Darcy et al., 2012; Drago, 2007).  Blair-Loy and 
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Wharton (2002) affirmed, “The formal existence of a policy does not guarantee its use” 

(p. 839); rather, a supervisor has greater influence over an employee’s use of policies 

than does the extent of their family caregiving obligations.  This is especially likely when 

the policies are controversial, such as with work-family policies.  Some researchers have 

found differences in these effects depending on certain employee characteristics.  For 

example, Darcy et al. (2012) reported that employees in early and developing career 

stages were more cognizant of the potential negative impact from using these benefits 

compared to employees in later career stages.    

Many supervisors in organizations today are Baby Boomers, a generation who 

typically values dedication and hard work in the workplace (Cennamo & Gardner, 2008).  

Additionally, they may believe that work-family benefits are intended for a crisis, rather 

than normal life challenges (Callan, 2007).  Cultural assumptions such as these tend to go 

unchallenged by employees who do not feel entitled to having support from their 

employers to meet family needs (Callan, 2007).  In contrast, employees who feel entitled 

to having support for WLB view it as a right, not as benefit; these employees are less 

likely to accept an unsupportive culture (Lewis, 1997).  Millennials have a strong desire 

for WLB and may perceive it as a condition of employment.  Herein lies a potential 

conflict; Millennials who hold different expectations about WLB than older generations 

will likely face resistance if they attempt to change the long-standing dominant work 

culture, particularly when it has support of the Baby Boomers who are in power.   

Work-Life Integration and Work-Life Harmony 

Alternatives to WLB in addressing work-life imbalance are work-life integration 

(WLI) and work-life harmony (WLH).  These began as an outgrowth of criticisms about 
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the WLB model by influential scholars (e.g., Kanter; 1977; Voydanoff, 1987).  The most 

common argument in support of shifting from a framework of balance to integration or 

harmony is that a goal of work and life balance is impossible to attain (e.g., Small, Harris, 

Wilson, & Ateljevic, 2011). 

Morris and Madsen (2007) asserted that WLI “permits an individual to dedicate 

primary attention and lend focus to any one of three domains (work, family, or 

community) for a necessary period (e.g., hour, day, month)” (p. 444).  The authors further 

explained that while the individual temporarily focuses on one domain (e.g., work), 

“integrated individuals never lose sight of the other domains (e.g., family, community), 

which are always viewed in the background” (p. 444).  In general, the concept of work-

life integration is based on the fundamental belief that the spheres of work and life are 

interconnected and overlapping; therefore, they cannot be completely separate.  WLI also 

acknowledges the technological advances that allow work to be done outside of office 

hours and at remote sites.  In this way, employees can complete their job responsibilities 

when it suits them, in between tending to family responsibilities or engaging in personal 

activities.  

McMillan, Morris, and Atchley (2011) defined WLH as “an individually pleasing, 

congruent arrangement of work and life roles that is interwoven into a single narrative of 

life” (p. 15).  The model views the concepts of work-life conflict and work-life 

enrichment as being in alignment, such that harmony is the outcome when work-life 

enrichment is sufficient to ease work-life conflict.  This is thought to promote a 

complementary relationship between work and life, rather than a competing relationship.  
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Hill et al. (2007) found that a complementary work-life relationship often resulted in 

success at work and vice versa.  

A Google search in April 2021 for the term work-life integration produced 504 

million hits, as well as 281 million hits for work-life harmony.  The plethora of 

information on the internet suggests that the concept resonates with many individuals and 

has taken root in popular media.  These articles and books about WLI and WLH include 

many anecdotal accounts in support of benefits in striving for integration or harmony.  Of 

the vast number of articles on the topic, the authors who endorse a change from WLB 

include those affiliated with well-known business icons, such as Forbes and Harvard 

Business Review.  Amazon’s CEO, Jeff Bezos, has been quoted in numerous articles that 

he believes in WLH rather than WLB, as balance suggests that there is non-negotiable 

tradeoff between the two (e.g., Berger, 2018).  In addition, many book authors expound 

the merits of WLI and WLH based on personal experiences.  For example, in a recently 

published book, Pot’Vin-Gorman (2019) asserted that she achieves WLH by constantly 

switching back and forth between work and family tasks as needed; this allows her to be 

very productive, yet rarely feel overwhelmed or strained.  

Compared to the abundance of lay information about WLI and WLH, the volume 

of scholarly publications on these topics is sparse.  According to Ong and Jeyaraj (2014), 

validated instruments have been lacking to measure the relatively new concepts of WLI 

and WLH, which has stymied this research.  In peer-reviewed literature, the concepts of 

WLI and WLH are somewhat elusive and often not clearly defined (e.g., Grady & 

McCarthy, 2008; Polach, 2003; Small et al., 2011; Tajlili, 2014).  
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Despite the origins of WLI and WLH based on a fundamental shift away from an 

ideal of balance, many scholars and practitioners intermingle characteristics of these 

concepts (Ong & Jeyaraj, 2014).  It is common to find publications with work-life or 

work-family integration or harmony in the title while the authors’ definition of these 

terms includes the goal of balance (e.g., Stum, 2001; Wiley, Branscomb, & Wang; 2007).  

Some authors use the terms integration and balance interchangeably (e.g., Grady and 

McCarthy, 2008) while others do not differentiate between the two.  For example, 

Valcour and Hunter (2004) introduced the concept of WLI by quoting a definition from 

Higgins, Duxbury, and Johnson (2000); however, the original definition was in reference 

to WLB, not WLI.   

An opposing perspective of WLI and WLH is that these concepts may not be best 

for all employees.  Williams, Berdahl, and Vandello (2016) argued that the integration of 

work and personal life imparts class-based assumptions.  They maintained, “Studies of 

nonelite Americans report that they emphatically do not want a work life that pervades 

their home life” (p. 522).  On the one hand, Streib’s (as cited in Williams et al., 2016) 

study of spouses from different social classes found that the partners from white-collar 

upbringings were work-centered and liked having work integrated fully into their lives.  

On the other hand, partners from blue-collar households preferred clearer boundaries and 

distance between the two domains.  Williams et al. (2016) purposefully did not use the 

term integration because they believed it implies that every employee embraces the same 

work values and obtains the same sense of identity from their job. 

In this study, I chose to use the concept of WLB rather than WLI or WLH for 

multiple reasons.  First, I was unable to locate published studies about WLI or WLH in 
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regard to Millennials or Cooperative Extension.  In contrast, the WLB literature includes 

these subjects, albeit somewhat limited in quantity.  The concepts of WLI and WLH offer 

no advantage in understanding the research problem of this study.  Second, the theoretical 

framework selected for this study, Nitzsche et al.’s (2014) Work-Life Balance Culture 

Scale, was developed with underpinnings from the broader WLB literature.  These first 

two reasons signify the importance of the WLB literature in providing the foundation for 

this study, as the research question will address gaps in current understanding of how 

Millennial regional specialists experience WLB at MU Extension.  Finally, because all 

Millennial regional specialists likely were raised in households of different social classes, 

it cannot be assumed that they all prefer blurry boundaries between work and home.  

However, through the phenomenological interviews about regional specialists’ lived 

experiences in balancing their work and personal lives, it is possible that their views 

about the concepts of WLB and WLI will emerge. 

Millennials and Work-Life Balance 

The published studies about the WLB of Millennials are limited.  The studies 

found primarily involved subjects who were students, employed by the hospitality 

industry or based in Europe, India, or other international locations.  None were with 

employees in a U.S. career comparable to regional Extension professionals.  However, 

numerous surveys conducted in the United States by large accounting and strategic 

consulting firms provide a body of knowledge in this area.  In recent years, these surveys 

have consistently reported findings that reinforce Millennials’ preferences for flexibility 

and other working conditions to achieve WLB (Deloitte, 2016; Ernst & Young, 2015; 

PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2013).  PricewaterhouseCoopers (2013) found that 71% of 
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Millennials believe that their personal lives are worth too much to spend excessive hours 

working, even if they were to receive additional compensation.  While these surveys have 

limitations, such as being less rigorous than empirical research, they have added further 

evidence to indicate the importance of balancing the demands of work and life domains 

for the Millennial generation.    

Cooperative Extension and Work-Life Balance 

The Cooperative Extension System extends education and outreach beyond the 

university campuses throughout the United States, with the goal of helping people 

improve their lives (University of Missouri Extension, 2018c).  Through county networks 

established by each state’s land-grant university system, Extension is embedded in the 

fabric of local communities.  Regional Extension professionals (e.g., agents, educators, 

faculty, and specialists) are vital to the mission of the organization, as they are 

responsible for developing and delivering comprehensive educational programs for 

individuals, families, and communities in their state.   

In providing programs for the community, Extension professionals often make 

sacrifices in their own family and personal lives (Kutilek et al., 2002).  While the positive 

side of Extension work includes personal and professional rewards, some of the negatives 

are an abundance of night and evening meetings, endless paperwork and reporting, and 

direction that is either lacking or dictative (Ensle, 2005).  Extension professionals also 

must juggle multiple demands made on their time and energy, including clients, 

stakeholders, supervisors, and administrators, as well as family and personal interests 

(Fetsch & Kennington, 1997).  As Ensle (2005) emphasized, “Burnout often is the result 

of overwork, not dislike of the work itself” (para. 2).   
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Although empirical research is not extensive, published studies over more than 30 

years have consistently pointed to issues related to WLB at Cooperative Extension 

(Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; Kutlilek et al., 2002; Strong & Harder, 2009).  A review of 

the literature identified 18 studies of Extension regional professionals’ WLB, as well as 

the related constructs of job satisfaction, stress, and turnover.  In one national survey, 

WLB issues were of great concern to 65% of Extension employees; the most frequently 

cited challenges were heavy workloads, frequent evening and weekend meetings, and 

lack of control or job autonomy (Kutilek et al., 2002).  Overall, the county-based 

positions were associated with job stress (Bartholomew & Smith, 1990; Fetsch, 

Flashman, & Jeffiers, 1984; Kutilek, 2000) and job dissatisfaction (Boltes, Lippke, & 

Gregory, 1995; Mallilo, 1990; Riggs & Beus, 1993).  The work-life imbalance spilled 

over to negatively affect family and social relationships (Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; 

Hebert & Kotrlik, 1990; Rousan & Henderson, 1996).   

The turnover of regional Extension professionals has been attributed to work 

challenges that interfere with WLB.  From an analysis of previous research, Strong and 

Harder (2009) determined the most common reasons employees left Extension were 

WLB and salary.  The pervasiveness of issues interfering with the WLB and turnover of 

Extension professionals is evident by the recommendation of the Joint Council of 

Extension Professionals (JCEP), which urged Extension administrators nationwide to 

reduce the workloads and time requirements of county-based professionals so that 

policies would be consistent throughout the Cooperative Extension System (Kutilek et 

al., 2002).  According to Kutilek et al. (2002), if Extension ignores employees’ needs for 

WLB, it risks “not being an employer of choice, losing talented and trained people as 
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well as potential employees to more work/life friendly organizations” (para. 23).  JCEP’s 

recommendations have never been more relevant, with the projection for the continued 

influx of Millennials and their expectation for WLB.  

Forstadt and Fortune (2016) found that many Extension staff experienced a work 

culture that promoted working too much; some participants who were balancing their 

work and life expressed doubt that doing so was permissible.  Tanner’s (2018a) 

nationwide survey (N = 1,390) examined regional agents’ perceptions of WLB, their 

organization’s WLB culture, and the influence of transformational middle leaders (i.e., 

district directors, or regional directors in Missouri) on WLB culture.  The findings 

revealed mid-range ratings for WLB and WLB culture, suggesting somewhat positive 

perceptions.  Tanner (2018a) also reported a significant and positive influence of 

transformational middle leaders on the WLB culture in Extension.   

Research Gap 

What remains to be discovered, and constitutes a major gap in the literature, is 

whether Millennials’ greater desire for WLB will lead to their taking actions to achieve a 

satisfactory balance when the demands of their job interfere with WLB (Myers & 

Sadaghiani, 2010; Twenge, 2010).  We still know very little about how Millennials 

negotiate the demands of a work culture that expects long hours and evenings, as is often 

the norm at Extension.  Will they remain committed to balancing their personal and work 

lives and use strategies that help them achieve WLB?  Alternatively, will they feel 

compelled to comply with the organizational culture because of influence from Baby 

Boomer and Generation X co-workers (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010)?  Another gap in the 

literature is the relatively small volume of empirical research about Millennials (Deal et 
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al., 2010; Twenge et al., 2010).  Because the oldest Millennials were just entering the 

work force in the early 2000s, they were either not included in or were eliminated from 

the datasets because of very small numbers in many of the landmark studies about 

generational differences and work values (Twenge et al., 2010).  While a number of 

national and international surveys have provided information about Millennials in recent 

years, empirical research still is sorely lacking about this group in the workforce. 

At the time of this review, few studies were located regarding Millennials and 

WLB, particularly qualitative studies of Millennials in the workforce.  In addition, no 

published studies were found regarding Millennials and WLB at Cooperative Extension.  

It is unknown how Millennial Extension regional professionals perceive WLB at 

Cooperative Extension in Missouri or any other state, nor is it known how or if they are 

able to negotiate the demands of their work and other life domains that may interfere with 

WLB.  Using a transcendental phenomenology research methodology, the purpose of this 

study was to explore this gap in the research literature.  This will provide insight and 

understanding as to the lived experience of Millennial regional specialists regarding their 

WLB at MU Extension.   

Conclusions 

An organization’s work culture affects its employees’ abilities to balance the 

demands of their work and non-work domains (Nitzsche et al., 2013; Thompson, 

Beauvais, & Lyness, 1999).  The Millennials’ growing dominance in the workplace and 

their desire for WLB (Reynolds, 2016), combined with a shrinking workforce, predict 

increased difficulty attracting, hiring, and retaining this generation for employers who do 

not promote WLB.  One such employer is Cooperative Extension.  Studies over more 
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than 30 years have consistently pointed to issues with work-life imbalance among its 

county-based professionals (Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; Kulilek et al., 2002; Strong & 

Harder, 2009).  More than ever before, there is a critical need to understand Millennial 

regional Extension professionals’ lived experiences in balancing work and life domains.  

While some employers have already made policy changes in anticipation of Millennials’ 

WLB preferences (Zimmerman, 2016), it is advisable for employers to first understand 

their organizational culture and its influence on WLB (Darcy et al., 2012; McMillan et 

al., 2011).  
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Practitioner Contribution 

My contribution to practice is a presentation of my study findings for the 

leadership team of MU Extension.  The attendees include statewide administrators, 

regional directors, program leaders, educational directors, and other mid-level managers.  

All regions and subject matter areas within the organization are represented.   

The meeting provides an ideal opportunity to share information about the WLB of 

Millennial regional specialists, which is an issue of importance to MU Extension leaders.  

This study will assist them in understanding the WLB experiences of Millennial regional 

specialists.  The findings may be used to inform policy and practice.  While the study 

may be applicable to Cooperative Extension Systems nationally, as well as other 

organizations, it is most relevant to MU Extension.   
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Presentation 

Slide 1 

A FRAGILE BALANCE: WORK-LIFE 
EXPERIENCES OF MILLENNIAL 

REGIONAL SPECIALISTS

Lynda Zimmerman, EdD

CES in Nutrition and Health Education

University of Missouri Extension

 

About 5 years ago, I was considering dissertation topics as I began working 

toward an EdD in Educational Leadership and Policy Analysis at the University of 

Missouri.  Around that time, MU Extension had hired its first Millennial employees.  I 

had heard several comments from colleagues that Millennials were lazy, raising concerns 

that they were unwilling to put in the hours required of the job.  This sparked my interest 

in understanding Millennials and their WLB at MU Extension.  

This presentation summarizes the findings of my study. 
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Slide 2 

Background of Study

Millennials are now the 

largest segment of the 

workforce 

Millennials place greater 

priority on WLB

Personal communication: Dews, D., February 17, 2017 and August 14, 2020

40.9%32.2%

25.1%

MillennialBoomer

Gen X

 

Beginning in 2015, Millennials became the largest segment of the U.S. workforce.  

Since then, increasing numbers of this generational cohort have been hired as regional 

specialists at MU Extension.  In just over 3 years, the percentage of Millennial regional 

specialists almost doubled, from 23% in February 2017 to 41% in August 2020.  

The pie chart above shows the percent of regional specialists by generational 

cohort as of August 2020.  It clearly shows Millennials are the largest segment.  (About 

one third are Boomers, and a quarter are Gen Xers. The blue sliver represents Gen Z, who 

make up 1.5% of regional specialists.)  [These numbers are from prior to September 1, 

2020, before large numbers of Boomers retired.]   

While there are many characteristics attributed to Millennials, most are not 

substantiated by research.  One characteristic that consistently has been reported is that 

Millennials place greater priority on WLB, compared to older generations.  Numerous 

studies have shown that Millennials not only desire WLB, they expect it. 
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Slide 3 

Previous Research--WLB in Extension

Since mid-1980s, studies have reported work-life 

imbalance issues in Extension

Dissatisfaction with work-life balance is a leading 

reason Extension employees quit (Strong & Harder, 

2009)

 

Previous studies of regional professionals (e.g., agent, educator, specialist) at 

Cooperative Extension have consistently pointed to issues of work-life imbalance (Fetsch 

& Kennington, 1997; Kutilek et al., 2002; Strong & Harder, 2009).  Issues with WLB 

have been one of the most common reasons employees leave extension (Strong & Harder, 

2009).   

Little is known about how Millennials negotiate the demands of a work culture 

that includes long hours, evenings, and weekends, which often has been the norm for 

Extension professionals.  If Millennials are unable to achieve the WLB they desire, there 

could be a future shortage of workers willing to make a career with Extension.   
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Slide 4 

Theoretical Framework

Work-Life 

Balance Culture 

Scale

Nitzsche, Jung, Kowalski, & Pfaff, 2014

Work-Life 
Balance 
Culture

Value 
placed on 

WLB by 
organization

Support 
provided to 
employees 

for WLB

WLB 
examples by 
supervisors

Supervisor 
training 
about 

promoting 
WLB

Info shared 
about WLB 
programs

 

I selected the Work-Life Balance Culture model (WLBCS; Nitzsche et al., 2014) 

as the theoretical framework for this study.  It illustrates the strong influence of an 

organizational culture on employees’ WLB and was developed based on current 

literature.   

The WLBCS measures employees’ perceptions about the WLB culture of an 

organization by assessing five key factors.  These are: 1) value placed on WLB by the 

organization, 2) support provided to employees for WLB, 3) WLB examples set by 

supervisors and other management, 4) supervisor training about promoting and 

supporting WLB, and 5) information shared with employees about WLB programs 

(Nitzsche et al., 2014).   
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Slide 5 

Research Question

How do Millennial regional specialists experience 

WLB at MU Extension?

 

The research question of this study was, “How do Millennial regional specialists 

experience WLB at MU Extension?”  The intent was to understand the unknown: How 

does this generation experience WLB, given their high expectations for WLB, in a 

profession with a history of work-life imbalance? 

This was a qualitative phenomenological study, which is an ideal method for 

exploring the unknown from the perspectives of the participants.  I conducted interviews 

during July and August 2019.   

For my study, WLB was defined as “the individual perception that work and non-

work activities are compatible and promote growth in accordance with an individual’s 

current life priorities” (Kalliath & Brough, 2008. p 326).  This allows for subjective 

preferences between individuals about the proportion of time spent in different roles.  

Having satisfactory WLB means that a person has time for what is important to them in 

their work and home lives.  
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Slide 6 

Participant Sample by Demographics

Characteristic Number

Sex

Female 10

Male 2

Marital Status

Married 8

Single 4

Characteristic Number

Children

None 4

1 or more 8

Race and Ethnicity

White 12

Non-Hispanic 12

 

I identified the sample for this study with the assistance of the human resources 

office at MU Extension, which provided a list of regional specialists who fit the selection 

criteria.  The criteria included: 1) regional specialists with county engagement 

responsibilities; 2) Millennials (born 1981-1996); and 3) employees of MU Extension for 

2 years or longer.  Field specialists were excluded from the pool so that all participants 

would have the same position, since it was possible that WLB experiences could be 

different between field specialists and CES.  Of the 29 regional specialists identified, 12 

agreed to participate in the study.  The majority were female, and 2/3 were married and 

had one or more children.  All of the participants identified as White and non-Hispanic.  
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Slide 7 

Participant Sample by Program Area 
and Years of Extension Employment
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Six participants were nutrition and health education specialists.  Three were 4-

H/youth specialists, and three were agricultural business specialists.  The sample as a 

whole was relatively new to Extension, which was expected, considering the Millennial 

age criteria.  Half of the participants had worked for MU Extension for 2 to 3 years, while 

one third had worked there for 4 to 6 years.  Only two participants had worked for 

Extension longer. 
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Slide 8 

Participant Sample by Headquarter 
County
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The chart on the left shows the participants by county, with fairly even 

distribution.  There were none from Urban East or West due to these regions having a 

different staffing plan for CES and field specialists than the other regions.  The chart on 

the right shows the headquarter county population ranges for the participants.  Half 

worked in counties with a population of fewer than 30,000.  Of these eight counties, 

seven are classified as rural and one is partly rural. 

Although not shown on the slides, the daily commute time of the participants was 

equally split.  Half had daily commutes of more than 30 minutes from their home to the 

headquarter office, and half lived less than 30 minutes from their office.  
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Slide 9 

Work-life balance is a high priority

 

All of the participants said WLB is a priority for them, as well as for their 

colleagues of Millennial age.  Jasmine made this observation: “The hierarchy of 

Extension should probably understand that they've got a whole generation of people 

[who] were raised in a two-worker household and are trying to prioritize their familial 

life.”  

Many brought up conversations about WLB that they have had with other 

Millennial regional specialists, both newly hired and some who left the organization.  

They noted that they worry the organization will suffer if more is not done to promote 

WLB.  Isabella shared this concern: “They’ve hired a lot of people here recently.  And if 

they don't start making some changes, these Millennials will start looking elsewhere.  

And we could lose a lot of employees over it.” 
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Slide 10 

Most have found ways to “manage,” although 

balance is fragile 

 

The participants’ WLB experiences varied widely.  A few were very satisfied, 

while an equal number were near their breaking point.  Most were somewhere in the 

middle: they had found ways to manage competing demands of work and life or were 

close to it.  As Hannah said, “Right now I think I’m in a good place, but next week I may 

not!” 

Taylor summed up the sentiments of many others when she said, “So, it's like a 

really delicate balance.  You really have to work to stay on top of it.  And sometimes you 

don't do well.” 

When asked whether their current WLB was sustainable, most said they were 

unsure, or expressed doubt, like Danielle: “If anything, it's not going to be the pay that 

would pull me away.  It would be the work-life balance.  That’s what I’m concerned with 

at some point.” 
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Slide 11 

The ability to control workload is important for 

balancing work and life

 

Regardless of their satisfaction with WLB, all participants spoke about the endless 

demands of the job.  Jasmine described it like this: “It's hard for some people because 

there's always more that can be done, and there is always more than can be done.” 

Many also commented that the responsibilities of the position are unrealistic, 

especially since CES was added.  Overall, the job can be stressful and overwhelming.   

The ability to manage workload was a key difference between those who viewed 

their WLB more positively and those who struggled.  Those with a more satisfactory 

balance talked about regularly setting boundaries, such as setting a maximum number of 

hours and limiting evenings or weekends worked.  They also ensure family time by 

strategically scheduling evening and weekend commitments.  Samantha shared how she 

does this: “One of the things I've done is block off times when I need to be somewhere 

for a personal event.  I do that to match my husband's schedule.  There's not much that I 

feel like I miss out on.” 



 

 

103 

Another example of control over workload was being able to prioritize demands 

to keep their workloads manageable, like John, who said, “And so, you triage what's the 

most impactful, what's the most important.  And that's what I spend most of my time on.” 

Other participants spoke about uncontrollable expectations and pressures that 

prohibited them from using the same strategies other regional specialists use to balance 

work and life.  One example is when direction comes from multiple supervisors, as 

Victoria explained: 

I have my educational group telling me to do one thing and my regional 

director telling me to do something else.  Being able to have a focus goes into 

work-life balance.  If you feel like you're trying to do all of these things, you 

don't have any personal time to fit everything in.  

Likewise, not all are able to strategically plan their work to protect personal and 

family time.  As Grace noted, “Many of the meetings I have … someone else sets them.”  
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Slide 12 

Encouraging “take time for yourself” when there 

are endless demands is a mixed message

 

Many participants commented on what they called mixed messages from 

leadership relative to balancing work and life.  Taylor shared this perspective: 

We get messages to take the time for yourself, but we’re also given a lot of 

new things to do.  It's really hard to apply that and know, am I doing enough?  

How do I accomplish all these things that you've asked me to do and take 

time for myself? 

Some participants observed a disconnect between campus and the field that 

contributed to mixed messages.  Victoria shared, “I think [the problem] is not always 

understanding exactly what our job is or understanding exactly how, at the county level, 

the office actually functions.”  Grace agreed, saying, “I think it goes back to: it sounds 

great when you're sitting in Columbia on campus.  Like, ‘Oh, we'll just have the regional 

specialists do it!’  We’re not superheroes with unlimited time.” 
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Slide 13 

Flexibility is one of the biggest benefits of 

working for Extension

Flextime is clouded with uncertainty and 

ambiguity 

 

Every participant said flexibility is one of the biggest benefits of working for 

Extension.  Yet, the topic of flextime revealed uncertainty as well as ambiguity about 

acceptable practices.  Only two participants said they were given specific instructions 

from their supervisor about flexing time.  Elizabeth shared the frustration voiced by 

others: 

We never got concrete, ‘this is what it looks like,’ or, ‘if you work more than 

40 hours, then you take x amount of hours.’  The messages were consistently 

vague.  You never got a final word from your regional director or state 

specialist. 

Some, like Taylor, talked about rules that were ambiguous:  

You're not supposed to technically use flex time, but also it's okay for you to 

leave early, but you should put it on your calendar.  Oh, but you shouldn't put 

it on your calendar because that draws attention.  You’re not allowed to flex 
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your time because you're a salary employee, but you can also leave early.  

Well, that's flexing time. 

Despite the lack of guidance, most participants reported that they flex their time in 

some way to help balance work and life, such as coming in a little later or leaving early 

on a Friday afternoon.  However, with no policy and different expectations by region, 

county, and program area, the flextime practices being used by regional specialists are 

inconsistent and sometimes inequitable across the state.  An example was shared by 

Danielle:   

A lot of where to draw those lines [with flextime] depends on your regional 

director.  In some regions, regardless of whether you had worked 150 hours 

last week, if you weren't here that day and it was an office day, you better put 

down leave. 

Local stakeholders may also exert pressure on regional specialists, as noted by 

Samantha: 

I don't necessarily feel like I'm going to get in trouble from my supervisor, 

but just people who would drive by the office and know what car I drive, 

some people are going to be like, ‘well it's Friday.  I haven't seen her here 

since Monday.’ 

The majority of participants suggested a clear flextime policy for the entire 

organization.  However, many specifically said it must be flexible in order to meet the 

different needs of all regional specialists.  Grace cautioned, “It can't be a cookie cutter 

approach.  My balance is different than your balance.” 
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Slide 14 

Supervisor support is critical for negotiating day-

to-day work-life conflicts

 

Almost all of the participants acknowledged having support from their supervisor 

in times of a medical need or family emergency and in other aspects of the job.  

However, very few said they received support in managing the day-to-day challenges of 

balancing work and life demands.   

Many brought up receiving email from leadership after work hours, as well as 

deadlines that fall on a weekend.  Roughly half of the participants said they feel strongly 

that both practices promote a 24/7 work culture.  Those who objected indicated it was 

disrespectful, like Isabella, who said, “Show us that work-life balance matters by not 

sending me an email on Saturday.” 

In addition, the participants also commented that supervisors (regional directors, 

program leaders, and educational directors) provide poor examples of WLB.  This 

observation was related to email received during non-office hours and other observations, 

as Hannah noted: 
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We see the regional directors and we see that they're in Columbia all the time. 

And, I mean, it's kind of a general consensus, at least the people I talk to, that 

we don't know how they're doing the jobs that they're doing. 

However, the majority made the distinction, like Samantha, that “I don't consider 

them a role model because I don't do their job.”  Many also made it clear that they would 

not want to work that many hours.  Ryan shared this perspective: 

The one interesting thing, I think, is that those [regional directors, program 

leaders, and educational directors], their work-life balance is not something 

Millennials would sign up for.  And so, they’re a good example of hard 

workers and hard efforts, but at the same time, not a good example of work-

life balance that the people under them can kind of connect to. 

The majority stated that there is a great need throughout the organization for 

supervisor support of regional specialists in balancing work and life.  The support needed 

includes guidance and, as Alexis said, “reassurance that it's okay we're not working 70 

hours a week.” 
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Slide 15 

Supervisor support and trust for work-life 

balance increases work-life balance satisfaction

 

A trend was noted that the participants who indicated their supervisor provided 

support tended to be more satisfied with their WLB, compared to others who did not have 

the same supervisor support.  

Similar associations were found related to supervisor trust.  Those who said they 

felt trusted tended to be more satisfied with their WLB, while those who did not feel 

trusted were less satisfied with their WLB. 

In regard to WLB, trust meant being allowed to make independent decisions 

about when, how, and where work is done to balance work and life.  This allows 

individualized solutions that work for each person, rather than expectations to follow 

rigid rules that do not necessarily help.  Isabella described this as “knowing that they'll 

get the job done … just trusting that the person will make adjustments, for their work and 

their life, to make it work.” 
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Samantha shared how her supervisor’s trust contributes to positive WLB: 

Whether I'm out of the office programming or doing work-life balance, [my 

regional director] doesn't call and ask, ‘Why aren't you in the office?’  I feel 

like I have a lot of freedom to make good choices and enjoy life at work and 

at home. 

Although a few participants said they have great supervisor support for WLB, the 

consensus overall was that improvement is needed across the organization for supervisor 

support of regional specialists in balancing work and life. 
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Slide 16 

Perceptions About the WLB Culture

Nitzsche, et al., 2014
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The participants indicated their experiences and satisfaction with WLB varied 

widely.  Some said they have never had a problem, while others were near their breaking 

point.  Most are “managing,” although that balance is fragile. 

Using the Work-Life Balance Culture Scale as a framework helps put the findings 

in the context of perceptions about the WLB culture.  

1. Value placed on WLB by the organization 

• No formal WLB policies or programs are in place. 

• Mixed messages are common (encouragement to take care of one’s self/take 

time for family vs. increased demands). 

• Leadership emails outside of normal business hours and deadlines on 

weekends imply a 24/7 work culture. 

2. Support provided to employees for WLB 

• Support is general, not specific for WLB. 
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• Rarely, if ever, is WLB mentioned, except “take time for yourself” and “enjoy 

your family” around holidays. 

3. WLB examples by supervisors 

• Participants observed that their supervisors work all the time. 

• Most participants did not consider supervisors as role models for WLB [Note: 

this finding is inconsistent with Nitzsche et al.’s (2014) WLBCS].  

4. Supervisor training about promoting WLB 

• Training is needed. 

5. Information shared about WLB policies and programs 

• Policies are uncertain, ambiguous, or not shared.  

• No official policies exist. 

• Some cohorts/statewide program mentors discussed WLB/flextime, but 

messages were inconsistent.  
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Slide 17 

Conclusions

Control Over Workload 

✓ Job stress is reduced when employees have the ability to 
control workload (Ganster & Fusilier, 1989) and work 
demands (Wall et al., 1996). 

Flextime

✓Flexible schedules and hours help employees manage 

work-life conflict (Anderson et al., 2002).  

✓Perceptions of flexibility improve WLB (Hill et al., 2001).

 

Now, the conclusions of my study are as follows. 

First, Control Over Workload.  Consistent with previous research, the participants 

reduced their job stress and improved their WLB when they were able to control their 

workloads and adjust their work demands to coincide with their personal needs.  Having 

a sense of control increases employees’ ability to manage and cope with work demands.  

Second, Flextime. Participants who had greater flexibility in their work schedules 

and work hours were better able to manage work-life conflicts, which supports previous 

research.  It is interesting to note that the perception of having flexibility in work 

schedules and hours has been found to be associated with improved WLB.  Considering 

the findings of this study, the participants’ perceptions of flexibility were likely 

diminished by the uncertainties and inconsistencies about flextime.  Instituting a flextime 

policy would increase perceptions of flexibility and contribute to improved WLB. 
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With so many unique situations and challenges among regional specialists, a 

flextime policy must allow for individualized decisions in its use so that each person is 

able to flex their time in ways that are beneficial for them and their families.  A policy 

that is too prescriptive will not serve the intended purpose.  
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Slide 18 

Conclusions

Supervisor Support

✓Supervisor support improves employee WLB (Anderson 
et al., 2002).  

✓Formal policies may be more costly and less effective 
than developing family-supportive supervisors (Wayne et 
al., 2006).

✓Supervisor support allows personalized approaches to 
meet work-life needs (Wayne et al., 2006).

✓Supervisors may be supportive but not necessarily 
support WLB (Hammer et al., 2009).  Therefore, training 
for supervisors must provide specific behavioral 
examples. 

 

Third, Supervisor Support.  This study confirms previous research that supervisor 

support is significantly related to employees’ WLB.  

This is especially important considering that formal organization policies might 

be more costly and less effective than developing family-supportive attitudes and 

behaviors among supervisors.  Informal support provided by supervisors has the 

advantage of being individualized to exactly what each employee needs to help balance 

work and life demands. 

Supervisor support can help address the first two points on the previous slide: 

control over workload and flextime.  Providing support for WLB can empower 

employees to use the workload control strategies and flextime practices that are best for 

them in managing their workload.  Supervisor support also helps buffer the internal and 

external job pressures that can interfere with WLB. 
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Finally, this study supports prior research that suggests supervisors may be 

supportive in general, but not necessarily supportive of WLB.  This reinforces the need 

for supervisor training that provides specific behavioral examples that will support 

regional specialists in WLB. 
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Slide 19 

Implications for MU Extension

• What questions do you have? 

• Where do you see opportunities to improve WLB for 

regional specialists?

 

Now that I have presented my findings: 

 

• What questions do you have?  

 

• Where do you see opportunities for the leadership team to improve WLB for 

regional specialists at MU Extension? 
 

  



 

 

118 

Slide 20 

References

Anderson, S. E., Coffey, B. S., & Byerly, R. T. (2002). Formal organizational 

initiatives and informal workplace practices: Links to work-family conflict and 

job-related outcomes. Journal of Management, 28(6), 787-810.

Fetsch, R. J., & Kennington, M. S. (1997). Balancing work and family in 
Cooperative Extension: History, effective programs, and future directions. 
Journal of Extension, 35(1), n1. Retrieved from 
https://archives.joe.org/joe/1997february/a2.php

Ganster, D. C., & Fusilier, M. R. (1989). Control in the workplace. International 
Review of Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 4, 235-280.

Hammer, L. B., Kossek, E. E., Yragui, N. L., Bodner, T. E., & Hanson, G. C. (2009). 
Development and validation of a multidimensional measure of family supportive 
supervisor behaviors (FSSB). Journal of Management, 35(4), 837-856.

 

 

Slide 21 

References

Hill, E. J., Hawkins, A. J., Ferris, M., & Weitzman, M. (2001). Finding an extra day a 
week: The positive influence of perceived job flexibility on work and family life 
balance. Family Relations, 50(1), 49-58.

Kalliath, T., & Brough, P. (2008). Work–life balance: A review of the meaning of the 
balance construct. Journal of Management and Organization, 14(3), 323-327.

Kutilek, L. M., Conklin, N. L., & Gunderson, G. (2002). Investing in the future: 
Addressing work/life issues of employees. Journal of Extension, 40(1), 1-7. 

Nitzsche, A., Jung, J., Kowalski, C., & Pfaff, H. (2014). Validation of the work-life 
balance culture scale (WLBCS). Work, 49, 133-142.

Strong, R., & Harder, A. (2009). Implications of maintenance and motivation factors 
on Extension agent turnover. Journal of Extension, 47(1), 1-8. Retrieved from 
https://archives.joe.org/joe/2009february/a2.php

 

  



 

 

119 

Slide 22 

References

Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Sage Publications.

Wall, T. D., Jackson, P. R., Mullarkey, S., & Parker, S. K. (1996). The demands-
control model of job strain: A more specific test. Journal of Occupational and 
Organizational Psychology 69, 153-166.

Wayne, J. H., Randel, A. E., & Stevens, J. (2006). The role of identity and work–
family support in work–family enrichment and its work-related consequences. 
Journal of Vocational Behavior, 69(3), 445-461.

 

 

  



 

 

120 

 

SECTION FIVE: 

CONTRIBUTION TO SCHOLARSHIP 
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Scholarly Contribution 

My contribution to scholarship is a journal article about my study findings for the 

Journal of Extension.  The Journal of Extension is a rigorous, peer-reviewed journal that 

publishes the research and scholarship of university outreach and engagement to 

educators, practitioners, and leaders throughout the United States and the world.  All 

submissions to the Journal of Extension first undergo review by the editor, who then 

advances approved submissions in categories such as feature articles for double-blind 

peer review.  The Journal of Extension is the official refereed journal for Extension 

professionals and serves to expand and update the research and knowledge base of 

Cooperative Extension professionals, thereby improving their effectiveness.  The journal 

also provides a forum for emerging and contemporary issues affecting Cooperative 

Extension and its leadership.   

As a feature article, the focus is on implications of my research that are of broad 

interest and significance to Cooperative Extension educators, supervisors, and leadership.  

This aligns well with the purpose of my study, which was to explore the lived experience 

of Millennial regional specialists regarding WLB at MU Extension.  The findings may 

help inform practices and policies in attracting, retaining, and managing this growing 

segment of the workforce, an issue of concern to leaders in Cooperative Extension.  

Another reason for selecting this journal is that numerous publications of the Journal of 

Extension are referenced in my dissertation.   
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Journal Article 

A Fragile Balance: Work-Life Experiences of Millennial Regional Specialists 

Abstract 

This phenomenological study explored the work-life balance of 12 Millennial 

regional specialists at University of Missouri Extension.  Millennials reportedly prioritize 

work-life balance, yet little is known about their ability to achieve it.  The purpose of this 

study was to understand Millennial regional specialists’ perceptions about work-life 

balance at Cooperative Extension, which has a history of work-life imbalance issues.  

This study confirms that supervisor support, control over work demands, and flextime are 

important for work-life balance.  It is recommended that Cooperative Extension 

leadership institute clear flextime policies and train supervisors to support employees in 

work-life balance. 

Keywords: work-life balance, Cooperative Extension, Millennials, employee 

support, organizational culture, leadership 
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In 2015, Millennials (born 1981-1996) surpassed Generation Xers as the largest 

segment of the U.S. labor force (Fry, 2015).  Their numbers have grown to 35% of the 

workforce (Fry, 2018).  This generational cohort is projected to be nearly 4.5 million by 

2029, the largest increase for a single age group (Torpey, 2020).  Millennials reportedly 

demonstrate unique characteristics compared with other generations at the same age 

(Rawlins et al., 2008).  One difference that has generated much discussion and interest is 

Millennials’ greater desire and expectation for work-life balance (WLB).  For this study, 

WLB was defined as “the individual perception that work and non-work activities are 

compatible and promote growth in accordance with an individual’s current life priorities” 

(Kalliath & Brough, 2008, p. 326).   

Published studies over more than 30 years have consistently pointed to issues 

related to WLB at Cooperative Extension (Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; Kutilek et al., 

2002; Strong & Harder, 2009).  In one national survey, WLB was of concern to 65% of 

Extension employees; the most frequently cited challenges were heavy workloads, 

frequent evening and weekend meetings, and lack of control (Kutilek et al., 2002).  

County-based positions have been associated with job stress (Bartholomew & Smith, 

1990; Fetsch et al., 1984; Kutilek, 2000) and job dissatisfaction (Boltes et al., 1995; 

Mallilo, 1990; Riggs & Beus, 1993).  Work-life imbalance has also negatively affected 

family and social relationships (Fetsch & Kennington, 1997; Hebert & Kotrlik, 1990; 

Rousan & Henderson, 1996).  Furthermore, WLB has been one of the most common 

reasons employees leave Extension (Strong & Harder, 2009).  If these issues remain and 

Millennials are unable to achieve the WLB they desire, there could be a future shortage 

of workers willing to make Extension a career.   
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WLB has been found to improve employees’ job satisfaction and well-being, 

including reducing stress and improving physical and mental health (Kossek & Hammer, 

2008).  Some organizations have made policy changes such as flexible work schedules to 

coincide with reported preferences of Millennials (Zimmerman, 2016).  Before making 

changes in policies and practices, employers should first understand their organizational 

culture and its influence on WLB (Darcy et al., 2012; McMillan et al., 2011).  

Information about Millennials’ WLB is needed to guide targeted WLB policies and 

practices that will attract and retain their employment (Lyons & Kuron, 2014).  We know 

little about how Millennials negotiate work and life demands in careers like Extension 

that typically include working long hours, evenings, and weekends.  Are Millennials able 

to achieve WLB, or do they feel compelled to comply with an organizational culture 

where work is prioritized over personal life, as has long been the norm for their older co-

workers (Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010)?   

Review of Literature 

When employees are unsatisfied with WLB, it also affects employers “due to 

increases in absenteeism, higher insurance costs, and ultimately reduction in 

productivity” (Twenge et al., 2010, p. 1136).  Forstadt and Fortune (2016) surveyed 

Extension professional, paraprofessional, and support staff, concluding “that some staff 

were healthfully balancing their lives and that some were stressfully overworking” (p. 4).  

Many reported an organizational culture that promoted working too much; others who 

were balancing work and life expressed doubt that it was permissible.  Tanner (2018) 

concluded that Extension’s organizational culture is integral to improving WLB.  

Researchers have found supervisor support of WLB to be among the most influential 
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factors affecting the work culture and WLB of employees (Lapierre et al., 2008; 

McCarthy et al., 2010; Thomas & Ganster, 1995; Thompson et al., 2004).  Even when 

organizations have a formal WLB policy, the implementation can be inconsistent due to 

differences in supervisor support (McCarthy et al., 2010).     

While WLB has been recognized as an important factor in the retention of 

employees (Kutilek et al., 2002), it is expected to have even more significance 

considering the sheer number of Millennials and their reported priority of balancing work 

and life.  As Boomer employees continue to retire in large numbers, it is speculated that 

some employers will have greater difficulty finding qualified employees for open 

positions (Lockard & Wolf, 2012; Society for Human Resource Manangement, 2013).   

Theoretical Framework 

The Work-Life Balance Culture Scale (WLBCS; Nitzsche et al., 2014) provided 

the theoretical framework for this study.  The WLBCS incorporates current literature 

about factors that influence employee WLB, including the underlying organizational 

culture.  The WLBCS measures employee perceptions regarding: 1) the value placed on 

WLB by the organization, 2) support provided to employees for WLB, 3) positive WLB 

examples by management, 4) supervisor training about promoting WLB, and 5) 

information about WLB programs shared with employees.   

Purpose and Research Question 

The purpose of this study was to understand the WLB experience of Millennial 

regional specialists at University of Missouri (MU) Extension.  The research question 

was: How do Millennial regional professionals perceive their experience with WLB at 

MU Extension? 
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Methodology 

This qualitative study explored the WLB experience of Millennial regional 

specialists at MU Extension.  Transcendental phenomenological methodology 

(Moustakas, 1994) guided the data collection and analysis.  Purposeful sampling was 

used to identify regional specialists with county engagement responsibilities who met the 

selection criteria: 1) Millennials who were 2) employed by MU Extension for 2 years or 

longer.   

Semi-structured interviews lasting 1 to 1 ½ hours were conducted in July and 

August 2019 with 12 participants, which achieved data saturation.  The sample included 

10 females and 2 males representing various demographic and descriptive characteristics 

(see Tables 1 and 2).  All participants were White, mirroring the pool of those who met 

the selection criteria.  Each participant chose a pseudonym.  The interviews were 

transcribed verbatim.  Member checking in May 2020 consisted of follow-up interviews 

with participants to verify the accuracy of transcripts and reflect on any changes in WLB 

since the interviews.  Seven participants participated in follow-up Zoom interviews 

lasting 15 to 35 minutes.  Two shared information by email, two no longer worked for 

Extension, and one did not respond.     

The data analysis was guided by Moustakas’ (1994) modification of Van Kaam’s 

(as cited in Moustakas, 1994) method.  The analysis included: epoché and bracketing 

(i.e., setting aside prejudgments), phenomenological reduction, textural and structural 

descriptions (i.e., describing what participants experienced and how they experienced it), 

imaginative variation (i.e., considering the meaning of experiences from various 

perspectives), and finally, a composite description (i.e., the overall meaning and essence 
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of the phenomenon).  This step-by-step approach revealed an understanding of the 

phenomenon (WLB) from the participants’ voices. 

Strategies were used to increase trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016).  Credibility was enhanced with member checking.  Rich descriptions 

and quotes conveyed context and other details for readers to determine the transferability 

of the findings.  Dependability was assured with verbatim transcripts and iterative data 

analysis.  Following established phenomenological methods (Moustakas, 1994) and 

reflexivity conveyed confirmability that prejudgements did not influence the findings. 

An organizational restructuring was implemented at MU Extension 7-8 months 

prior to the interviews, with the addition of county engagement responsibilities to the 

participants’ subject matter specialist roles.  This could have negatively impacted their 

perceptions of WLB.  Phenomenological interviewing addressed this by exploring the 

participants’ experiences and the context or situation of their experiences (Moustakas, 

1994).  This helped differentiate between perceptions shaped by long-standing patterns 

versus new situations.   

Findings 

The participants’ descriptions of their WLB are summarized under four main 

themes: 1) managing, 2) control over workload, 3) flextime, and 4) supervisor support. 

Managing 

All participants said WLB is a priority for them; however, their experiences with 

WLB varied widely.  Some had “never had a problem with balancing,” like Samantha, 

while others were near their breaking point.  Most were somewhere in the middle; they 

were, as they described it, “managing.”  However, for most, this balance was fragile.  
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Taylor noted, “You really have to work to stay on top of it.  And sometimes you don't do 

well.”  As Hannah said, “Right now I think I’m in a good place, but next week I may 

not.”  Many had found ways to manage the demands of work and life, although many 

acknowledged a continual ebb and flow.   

Control Over Workload 

One major challenge to WLB was workload control; all participants spoke about 

the endless demands of the job.  Jasmine described how it can feel never-ending “because 

there's always more that can be done.”  The ability to manage workload was a key 

difference between those who viewed their WLB more positively and those who 

struggled.  Those with a more satisfactory balance talked about regularly setting 

boundaries, such as maximums for total hours and for evenings or weekends worked.  

They also protect family time by strategically scheduling evening and weekend 

commitments. Samantha, for example, will “block off times when I need to be 

somewhere for a personal event. … There's not much that I feel like I miss out on.”  

Some are able to prioritize demands to keep their workloads manageable, like John, who 

explained, “And so, you triage what's the most impactful, what's the most important.  

And that's what I spend most of my time on.” 

Conversely, other participants spoke about expectations and pressures they felt 

they had no control over that prohibited them from using these same strategies to balance 

work and life.  This was particularly true among the regional specialists who receive 

direction from multiple supervisors.  As Victoria explained: 

I have my educational group telling me to do one thing and my regional 

director telling me to do something else.  Being able to have a focus goes 
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into WLB.  If you’re trying to do all of these things, you don't have any 

personal time to fit everything in.  

Likewise, not all are able to strategically plan their work to protect personal and 

family time.  As Grace noted, “Many of the meetings I have … someone else sets them.”   

Flextime 

While all participants said flexibility is one of the biggest benefits of working for 

Extension, discussions about flextime revealed uncertainty as well as ambiguity about 

acceptable practices.  Elizabeth said: 

We never got concrete, “this is what it looks like,” or, “if you work more 

than 40 hours then you take x amount of hours.”  The messages were 

consistently vague.  You never got a final word from your [supervisor]. 

Some were given contradictory rules, like Taylor: 

Well, you're not supposed to technically use flextime, but also it's okay for 

you to leave early.  Yyou should put it on your calendar; oh, but you 

shouldn't because that draws attention.  You’re not allowed to flex your 

time because you're a salary employee, but you can also leave early.  

Well, that's flexing time. 

Only two said they were given specific instructions on flexing time, like Jasmine, 

who shared, “My regional director says, ‘Get your 40 hours in and if you go over, take a 

little time off.’”  Because of the uncertainty and ambiguity, some participants said they 

use flextime cautiously.  Taylor described it like this: 
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I often feel a lot of guilt when I do decide to take off a Friday because I've 

worked a ton of hours.  I'll feel guilty or kind of nervous, like: am I gonna 

get in trouble for this?  I don't think I'm doing anything wrong, but I just 

would never want to be questioned about that.  You just feel like … are 

people thinking I'm not working hard enough? 

Despite the overall lack of guidance, most participants flex their time in some way 

to help balance work and life, such as coming in a little later or leaving early on a Friday 

afternoon.  However, with no policy and different expectations by region, county, and 

program area, the flextime practices being used by regional specialists are inconsistent 

and sometimes inequitable across the state.  Danielle pointed out this variation:   

And a lot of where to draw those lines [with flextime] depends on your 

regional director.  In some regions, regardless of whether you had worked 

150 hours last week, if you weren't here and it was an office day, you 

better put down leave. 

Furthermore, local stakeholders can also exert pressure on regional specialists, as 

noted by Samantha:  

I don't necessarily feel like I'm going to get in trouble from my supervisor, 

but just people who would drive by the office and know what car I drive; 

are they going to be like, “Well, it's Friday.  I haven't seen her here since 

Monday”? 
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Most participants indicated the need for a statewide flextime policy.  Many also 

stressed that a policy must allow for individualized needs.  As Grace cautioned, it “can't 

be a cookie cutter approach.  My balance is different than your balance.” 

Supervisor Support 

While participants acknowledged having support from their supervisors in times 

of a medical need or family emergency, very few received support in managing the day-

to-day challenges of balancing work and life demands.  Some felt they received mixed 

messages about WLB, as Taylor commented:  

We get messages to take the time for yourself, but we’re also given a lot of 

new things to do.  It's really hard to apply that and know: am I doing 

enough?  How do I accomplish all these things that you've asked me to do 

and take time for myself? 

Most said their supervisor had never mentioned WLB except in very general 

terms.  Several advocated for improved communication and commitment to address WLB 

issues, as Ryan suggested: 

It'd be a start if leadership would just talk about it … I think that would go 

a long way if they would just talk about the negative health outcomes 

associated with overworking.  And they actually took steps to mitigate 

that. 

The participants indicated that most supervisors provide poor examples of WLB.  

However, the majority made the distinction, like Samantha, that “I don’t consider them a 
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role model because I don’t do their job.”  Many made it clear they would not want to 

work that many hours. 

Another  observation of participants was the importance of supervisor trust in 

regional specialists to make decisions about when, how, and where work is done as 

needed to balance work and life.  Isabella described this as “knowing that they'll get the 

job done … just trusting that the person will make adjustments for their work and their 

life to make it work.”   

Samantha commented about how feeling trusted helps with WLB: 

Whether I'm out of the office programming or doing WLB, [my regional 

director] doesn't call and ask, “Why aren't you in the office?”  I feel like I 

have a lot of freedom to make good choices and enjoy life at work and at 

home. 

With few exceptions, the consensus was that improvement is needed across the 

organization for supervisor support of regional specialists in balancing work and life.  

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations 

WLB was a priority for the Millennial regional specialists in this study.  While the 

participants’ work-life experiences varied widely, most indicated they have found ways 

to balance the demands of work and life.  Even then, the majority said that balance is 

fragile.  The findings support the research used to develop the WLBCS (Nitzsche et al., 

2014), with the exception of supervisor examples of WLB.  The participants in this study 

did not view their supervisor as a role model for WLB and appeared to not be influenced 

by their WLB examples. 
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Regardless of satisfaction with their WLB, all participants indicated that the 

responsibilities of a regional specialist often create workloads that are exceptionally 

difficult to manage.  Consistent with previous research, the participants reduced job stress 

and improved WLB when they were able to control their workloads (Ganster & Fusilier, 

1989) and adjust their work demands to coincide with their personal needs (Wall et al., 

1996).  

The participants indicated that flexibility is one of the most important benefits of 

working for Extension.  Those who reported having flexibility in their work schedules 

and work hours were better able to manage work-life conflicts, which supports the 

research of Anderson et al. (2002).  However, many participants are not realizing the full 

benefits of flextime due to ambiguity and inconsistent guidance regarding its use.  

Uncertainty about what is permissible adds stress and negative emotions such as guilt and 

worry to the job.  As Hill et al. (2001) reported, perceptions of job flexibility influence 

WLB even when workloads are unchanged.  In this study, the participants’ perceived 

flexibility was likely diminished by the lack of clear guidance about flextime, which 

could contribute to reduced WLB.  Having a clear policy for all regional specialists 

would improve perceptions of flextime and lessen inequities in its use.   

It is recommended that leadership institute clear flextime policies to empower 

regional specialists in finding ways to effectively balance the demands of work and life.  

With so many unique situations and challenges among regional specialists, a flextime 

policy must allow for individualized decisions in its use so that everyone is able to flex 

their time in ways that are beneficial for them and their families.  A policy that is too 

prescriptive will not serve its intended purpose.   
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This study confirms previous research (Anderson et al., 2002) that showed 

supervisor support for WLB is significantly related to employees’ WLB.  This is 

especially important in light of other research (Wayne et al., 2006) that suggested formal 

organizational policies may be costly and less effective than developing supportive 

attitudes and behaviors among supervisors.  Wayne et al. (2006) posited that supervisor 

support and other informal practices have the advantage of being individualized to 

exactly what each employee needs to help balance work and life demands.  However, 

most participants lacked the support and trust they needed from their supervisors.  In 

contrast, those who reported having support for WLB also expressed greater satisfaction 

with WLB.  Cieslak et al. (2007) posited that supervisor support empowers employees to 

alter their work conditions, which reduces stress and improves WLB.   

The participants also noted that general supervisor support does not necessarily 

assure support for WLB, which corroborates previous research (Hammer et al., 2009) that 

concluded supervisor training must include behavioral examples of ways to promote 

WLB.  Thus, it is recommended that Extension leadership provide training for 

supervisors specific for supporting employees’ WLB.  Training can improve supervisor 

support of WLB that helps promote a positive work-life culture, resulting in greater and 

more equitable WLB opportunities for all regional specialists. 
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Table 1 

 

Participant Demographic Characteristics 

 

 

Characteristic 

 

Subgroup 
Participants 

(n= 12) 

Sex Female 10 

 Male 2 

   

Marital status Married/living with partner 9 

 Single 3 

   

   

Parental status 1 child 3 

 ≥ 2 children 5 

 0 children 4 

   

Years of Extension employment 2-3 6 

 4-6 4 

 7-10 1 

 11-14 1 

   

Commute time to office ≤ 30 minutes 6 

 > 30 minutes 6 
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Table 2  

 

Participant Descriptive Characteristics 

 

 

Characteristic 

 

Subgroup 
Participants 

(n= 12) 

Discipline Nutrition and Health 6 

 4-H Youth Development 3 

 Agriculture and Environment 3 

   

Region East Central 2 

 West Central 3 

 Northeast 2 

 Northwest 2 

 Southeast 1 

 Southwest 2 

   

Headquarter county population <10,000 2 

 10,000-29,999 6 

 30,000-49,999 2 

 50,000-69,999 0 

 70,000-89,999 1 

 90,000-109,999 1 

   

Headquarter county classification  Rural 7 

 Partial rural 2 

 Urban 3 
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Scholarly Practitioner Reflection 

It has been said that completing a dissertation is not for the faint-hearted.  Without 

a doubt, it has been one of the most challenging journeys I have experienced in my 

lifetime.  I would go so far as to say the experience has been transformative in the sense 

that it has caused important and lasting changes in me that I could not have imagined 

before starting this journey.  During the past several years of dissertation writing, I have 

encountered many twists and turns, ups and downs, and trials and tribulations.  Along the 

way, I have learned new skills, increased self-awareness, and found inner strength.  In 

this reflection, I will first outline how the dissertation has influenced my practice as an 

educational leader, followed by how the process of writing my dissertation has influenced 

me as a scholar.  

Thinking about how my dissertation has influenced my practice as an educational 

leader brings many examples to mind.  For starters, it gives me several opportunities to 

provide leadership regarding WLB policies and practices in Extension.  As widely 

reported in the literature and also soundly reinforced by the participants of my study, 

WLB is a topic of great importance to Millennials.  Considering Millennials’ dominance 

in the workforce, WLB has the potential to be a pivotal point affecting Extension’s ability 

to hire and keep this generation of employees.  Having completed this study, I am 

uniquely qualified to share the voices of Millennial regional specialists with the 

leadership who make decisions about policy and practices.  This can have a profound 

impact on improving WLB issues for Millennials, in addition to other generational 

cohorts, both at MU Extension and more broadly for the Cooperative Extension system 
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nationally.  This can be accomplished by sharing the results of my study and creating 

awareness on several fronts.  

The first group to whom I will disseminate my findings is the MU Extension 

leadership team, which includes statewide administrators, program leaders, educational 

directors, and managers, as well as regional directors.  The leadership team has the 

authority to change policies and practices, as well as influence the practices of 

supervisors of regional specialists, making the leadership team a critical component of 

any initiative to improve WLB.  With the presentation that I developed for Section 4 of 

my dissertation, I am poised to quickly move forward with presenting this information.  

Within the next year, I also will search for venues to share my findings on a national level 

by submitting abstracts for a poster or oral presentation at annual conferences, such as the 

Joint Council of Extension Professionals and Epsilon Sigma Phi.  Their annual 

conferences are well attended by Cooperative Extension leaders, supervisors, and 

professionals.  I anticipate that my study will be of interest to their members, as sessions 

have been offered by both organizations in recent years about WLB issues in Extension.   

Another opportunity my dissertation provides me as an educational leader is to 

help improve the WLB culture at the regional level.  This involves efforts in several 

arenas.  First, I can present the findings of my study to regional specialists.  Sharing the 

findings with my colleagues will help validate the range of WLB experiences they likely 

have had.  It can also serve as a forum for opening discussion about their needs and 

preferences for WLB, as well as provide opportunities for sharing helpful ideas and 

strategies for finding balance.  In addition, I can effect change regionally by providing 

support for WLB to others in my county and region.  As a county engagement specialist 
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and supervisor of county support staff, I have the ability to influence the WLB culture at 

my office.  I can also support my colleagues and other staff through informal 

conversations that encourage healthy work-life practices.   

Finally, my dissertation has impacted me as an educational leader on a personal 

level.  Through the self-reflection (epoché) prior to and throughout data collection and 

analysis, combined with understanding the WLB experiences of the Millennials in my 

study, I have come to realize that subconscious beliefs that have been ingrained in me are 

sometimes self-imposed obstacles to my own WLB.  Some of these internalized 

expectations originated from a WLB culture spanning more than 25 years and were 

influenced by colleagues who have long since retired.  While many Millennial regional 

specialists in my study shared the same challenges in balancing work and life as I have 

experienced over my tenure with Extension, I was encouraged by the positive WLB 

reported by other Millennial colleagues.  This discovery from my dissertation study has 

helped me take a step back during recent times when WLB was unmanageable.  Although 

a change in mindset cannot solve all problems associated with work-life conflict, it has 

helped me—at times—find solutions to reduce my workload and stress and free up 

personal time, yet still achieve my work goals.  By prioritizing a healthy level of WLB 

for myself, I can set an example and help reinforce a positive WLB culture in the 

organization.   

Turning to thoughts of how the process of writing the dissertation has influenced 

me as a scholar, I have noted several examples and expect to discover many more over 

time.  Scholarship is a core competency for all regional specialists; therefore, it is critical 

for success.  Scholarship is an expectation included in “Create” activities for annual plans 
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of work, which include dissemination of research-based information and development of 

evidence-based curricula.  Practically everything involved in the process of writing the 

dissertation has helped me improve a number of skills and abilities that are directly 

applicable to my scholarship.  In addition to overall improvements in my writing, the 

dissertation has helped me critically evaluate the research of others in order to better 

inform my professional practice.  This is extremely applicable to one of the most 

important Extension functions, which is to take complex information and communicate it 

in a way that is understandable and meaningful to the general public. 

In addition, I believe I have become more proficient since completing my 

dissertation regarding another key part of my job: the evaluation of educational programs.  

In particular, conducting a qualitative phenomenological study helped hone my analysis 

and synthesis skills.  I have learned to be more open to unpredicted findings, as well as to 

search for relationships and trends in the data, rather than accept those that are the most 

immediate and direct.  Additionally, the dissertation process taught me the importance of 

using a multi-dimensional approach, such that the problem and solution are viewed from 

various perspectives.  This principle applies to program evaluation in addition to many 

other scholarship practices as a regional specialist.   

The process of writing a dissertation also has helped me to understand and accept 

that progress is not always linear, a lesson that is transferable to the often hectic and 

unpredictable environment when working at Extension.  Despite the best-laid plans, 

timelines can be derailed.  Sometimes success can seem like an elusive goal, with very 

little evidence of progress despite expending extensive time and effort on tasks at hand.  I 

have learned to better accept the reality of what is possible at any given time and be 
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prepared for “Plan B” when needed.  In the end, our own beliefs have a huge impact on 

success.  Accepting setbacks while maintaining a flexible mindset in the face of adversity 

applies to both scholarship and leadership.  It is critical to keep the end goal in mind even 

though plans may need to be adjusted periodically due to various unforeseeable or 

uncontrollable circumstances.  With hard work and perseverance, it is possible to achieve 

goals that appear monumental. 
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Appendix A 

Participant Invitation Email 

Dear [name], 

 

I am inviting you to participate in a study to help me complete my doctoral dissertation at 

the University of Missouri.  The purpose of the study is to explore the perceptions of 

Millennial regional specialists in regard to how they experience work-life balance at the 

University of Missouri Extension.  You were selected as a potential participant because 

you are a Millennial regional specialist at MU Extension with insight to share about the 

research topic. 

 

The study will include a one-on-one interview lasting approximately 1 hour, held at a 

time and location convenient for each participant.  After the participants receive their 

interview transcript, a brief follow-up interview will be scheduled by phone or skype to 

obtain any additional information or clarification needed and verify the accuracy and 

completeness of the transcripts.   

 

The study participants will include approximately 12 Millennial regional specialists from 

a variety of MU Extension regions and discipline areas.  The participants’ perspectives 

will be combined to provide insights about experiences in balancing the competing 

demands of work and personal life.  Data from this study will be used for my doctoral 

dissertation and the findings will be shared with the leadership at MU Extension and 

other national venues.  

 

If you are interested in participating or would like more information, please contact me at 

zimmermanl@missouri.edu.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

Lynda 

 

Lynda Zimmerman 

Doctoral Candidate, University of Missouri 

CES in Nutrition and Health, MU Extension 
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Appendix B 

Interview Questions 

1. What first interested you about working for MU Extension as a regional specialist? 

2. Tell me about the most important demands of your job on your time.  Tell me about 

the most important demands of your personal life on your time.  What other activities 

are important to you, but may not “demand” your time? 

3. Think about an experience that stands out to you related to balancing your work and 

personal life as a regional specialist.  Please tell me about that experience.  Be as 

specific and detailed as possible. 

a. Who comes to mind when you reflect on your experience?  Is there anyone 

else? 

b. What support have you received (inside or outside of MU Extension) that has 

affected your ability to manage the demands of your work and personal life? 

c. How have these experiences affected you?  How have they affected 

significant others in your life (spouse, children, family, friends)? 

4. Tell me about the work culture at MU Extension.  How does it influence your work-

life balance as a regional specialist?  What is the work culture like in your region? In 

your headquarter office?  In your discipline area? 

5. What strategies have you used to manage or negotiate the competing demands of 

work and personal life?  Have they been effective?  Why or why not?  Do these 

strategies allow you to maintain a satisfactory work-life balance? 
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a. How have you learned about work expectations and/or what is acceptable of 

regional specialists in balancing the demands of your work and personal life?  

Please tell me about examples. 

b. How has the use of technology affected your ability to balance the demands of 

your work and personal life? 

6. What would you like the supervisors and administrators in this organization to know 

about regional specialists and their work and life balance needs? 

7. What advice would you give to new regional specialists to help them balance work 

and life demands? 

8. Is there anything else that is important for me to know about your experience 

balancing your work and personal life as a regional specialist? 
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Appendix C 

Institutional Review Board Approval 

 

  



 

 

183 

Appendix D 

Institutional Review Board Amendment Approval 
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Appendix E 

Consent Script 

NAME(S) OF RESEARCHER(S): LYNDA ZIMMERMAN   

PROJECT IRB #: 2014927 MU 

STUDY TITLE: WORK-LIFE BALANCE OF MILLENNIAL REGIONAL SPECIALISTS: A 

PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY 

 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed for my dissertation study.  This study involves 

research.  The purpose of this research is to gain understanding about how Millennial 

regional specialists experience work-life balance at MU Extension.  

 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and your decision whether to participate will 

not involve any penalty to you in any way.  

 

During the interview, which will last approximately 1 hour, I will ask you to describe 

your experience balancing the competing demands of work and personal life as a regional 

specialist at MU Extension.   

 

After your interview, I will provide a transcript of your interview and schedule a brief 

follow-up meeting with you by Skype or phone for the purpose of clarifying or adding to 

any information and to verify the accuracy and completeness of your interview. 
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I will also ask you to reflect on whether your work-life balance experience is the same or 

has changed in any way since your interview and ask you to describe any differences.  

You will have the opportunity to note any information that you believe would identify 

you personally so that it can be deleted.   

 

To protect your confidentiality, I will use a pseudonym instead of your name in all 

documents or presentations about this study.  You may select a name from this list, or I 

can randomly select a name for you. 

 

If you have questions, feel free to contact me, Lynda Zimmerman, at 573-634-2824 or 

zimmermanl@missouri.edu. 
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Appendix F 

Follow-Up Interview Questions 

1. After reviewing the transcript from your interview about your experience with 

work-life balance, is there anything you would like to clarify or add? 

2. Has your experience with work-life balance changed in any way during the time 

since your interview? Describe any ways it has been different. 

3. Is there any text in the transcript that you think would personally identify you that 

I should avoid using in quotes? 

4. Do you have anything else you would like to share about your work-life balance 

that you have not already told me? 
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