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Abstract

Quality of Work Life (QoWL) is topical in universities in this epoch of managerialism which has directly
influenced workplace environments. However, most of the extant research has focussed on the developing
relationship between QoWL and job satisfaction of academic (teaching) staff members. To date, few attempts have
been made at reviewing the literature pertaining to QoWL as a concept, its dimensions and impact on the diverse
aspect of employees. This study adopts an interpretive framework as a philosophical perspective and follows a
hermeneutic framework as the literature obtained from databases will be classified, mapped, critically assessed and
arguments developed. The current study is a unique attempt to review the literature on QoWL concepts,
dimensions and gaps commencing from its inception in the 1970s. There is a dearth of literature-based review
studies on the impacts of QoWL in universities which this study attempts to fill.
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1. Introduction

Quality of Work Life (QoWL) literature has grown substantially in universities globally with multi-dimensional
perspectives and concepts being coined. This has been noticeable in studies conducted at different universities
investigating relationships between QoWL and career development (Idris, Samah, Wahat & Parsa, 2014), with job
satisfaction (Kermansarvis, Navidian, Rigi & Yaghoubinia, 2014), with organisational commitment (Daud, 2012),
Shahbazi Shokrzadeh, Bejani, Malekinia & Ghoroneh, (2011) undertaking a research study on the QoWL and
performance and productivity at Iranian universities (Mohammad, Ahmad & Reza, 2013). Furthermore, a
comparison between the QoWL for professors in a developing country (Brazil) and a developed country, Canada
(Boas & Morin, 2013), comparison between existing and expected QoWL in universities (Kumar & Shanubhohue,
1996), QoWL among teaching staff of university of Tehran (Mirkamalia & Thanib, 2011), investigating
organisational pressure on QoWL and women in administration at a university (Ogunsanya, 2012) has also been
scantly explored. Limited literature studies have been conducted, however most extant research has focussed on
the QoWL for academic employees (Pandey & Jha, 2014) and the research study devoted to non-academic staff
QoWL (Johnsrud, 2012). Some commentators (Pandey & Jha, 2014; WFD Consulting, 2003) have pointed out that
research has been conducted to measure the QoWL of other sectors with the exception of universities, which is a
troubling sign about QoWL in these institutions with long-term repercussions for student teaching and learning,
socio-economic quality and growth rate.

Against this backdrop outlined, this literature review study intends to close this vacuum in the QoWL in three ways.
Firstly, to critically classify, map and assess available literature on QoWL in both developing and developed
countries by using a hermeneutic framework (Boel & Kecmanavic, 2014). Secondly, to study QoWL definitions
and dimensions prevailing in universities and, thirdly, to ascertain gaps in the literature for future research in
QoWL in the context of universities.

What follows next is the conceptual evolution of the QoWL and its dimensions between the eighteenth and
twenty-first century, followed by empirical studies conducted on QoWL. This literature review study concludes by
discussing a research agenda on QoWL as well as providing conclusions, limitations and suggestions for future
researchers.

2. The Evolution of the QoWL: A Conceptual Research Agenda

There is a paucity of published scholarly literature on the QoWL focussing on all job categories, including
academic, academic support, administration and technical services, at universities. However, there is a plethora of
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scholarly articles on the QoWL published in different journals (including on business management, social sciences
and higher education) mainly focussing on academic staff members with very few focussing on administrative
members. QWL in the 1960s focussed on the employees’ psychology and their views of the workplace situation
(Reyan, 1995). According to Mirkamalia and Thanib (2011:180), QoWL was invented in the 1970s from social
and technical system to ensure that there is independence, interdependence and self-involvement in organisations.
Davis and Cherms (1975) argue that the concept QoWL was introduced by Louis Davis in 1972 as a field of study
in work design which was termed Socio-Technical System Design. QoWL is multifaceted which encapsulates
daily life of employees at work including an organisation’s awareness of its role, positions and employee working
conditions which are beneficial for the economic viability of the organisation. According to Pandey and Jha
(2014:2), QoWL is coined as a human resource term utilised to increase employee’s worklife. In the previous
decades the concept, QoWL has been framed only on personal life while current definitions put an emphasis on the
social issue (Mirkamalia & Sani, 2008).

Several researchers (Idris et al., 2014: 08; Rethinam & Ismail, 2008; Sirgy et al., 2001) have captured
comprehensive concepts of QoWL, including health and safety, social esteem, actualisation, knowledge and
aesthetics. The European Foundation for the Improvement of Living Conditions (2002) and Q. P. Singh and K. S.
Singh (2015), have related the QWL with employee satisfaction and involvement at workplace. This is attributed
to motivated, productive, healthy and safe employees with job security. In addition, these authors have associated
the QWL with developing competent employees and that there is a worklife interface. Serey (2006), Panday and
Jha (2014) and Walton (1973) suggested that QoWL should enhance job meaningfulness and needs satisfaction.
Consequently, Panday and Jha (2014) mentioned a balance between professional, personal and social life, while
Walton (1973) emphasises employee satisfaction and psychological needs as central to QoWL. Meanwhile, other
researchers (Hackman & Oldham, 1980; Khorsadi et al., 2010; Yavari et al., 2009) cite concepts that are associated
with QoWL as interwoven into both psychological and physical appeal of the workplace and employee situations,
with Khoarsadi et al. (2010) further citing health, economic and personal beliefs. It is worth noting that concepts
captured in the early 1990s included job security, better financial and non-financial rewards, higher salaries, more
opportunities for growth and participation in groups (Havlavic, 1991), psychological distress and well-being, high
organisation commitment and health as well as the Work Life Balance (WLB) (Ketchum & Trist, 1992). In the
1980s, researchers linked QoWL to work environment and personal needs (Hachman & Oldham, 1980), to job
characteristics and work conditions (Lawler, 1982) and employees shaping their positions according to their
options, interests and needs (Beukema, 1987). In the broader literature, researchers have different perspectives in
their definitions of QoWL. While endless variables of the QoWL have been mentioned, most authors agree on their
conceptualisation of QoWL as referring to the health and safety of employees (Idris et al., 2014; Khoarsadi et al.,
2010; Ketchum & Trist, 1992); satisfaction (Panday & Jha, 2014; Walton, 1973) and WLB (Rethinam, 2008;
Ketchum & Trist, 1992).

3. QoWL Dimensions between Eighteenth and Twenty-First Centuries

Mirkamalia & Thanib (2011:180) argue that the QoWL has multi-perspectival structure which is made up of terms
such as securing jobs for employees, compensation systems, workflows, opportunities for skills development and
involvement in decision-making. According to Boas and Morin (2013:68), dimensions of QoWL include
independence at workplace, ability to exercise judgment, the significance of decisions, prospects for learning,
utilisation of skills, performance management criteria, obstacles in the workplace, diverse responsibilities,
interpersonal relations, acknowledgement, accomplishment of activities, and job contribution to the realisation of
the institutional objectives, participation of employees in decision-making processes. Royuela, Lopez-Tamayo and
Surinach (2008) have undertaken a comparative study of the QoWL terms for the university teaching employees
and for the European Commission where ten construct were found including inherent value of work, training and
development, equality on gender, employee health and safety, inclusivity and accessibility to the labour market,
workplace and WLB, social discourse and employees’ consultation, diversity and non-discrimination, and
performance management. Buffardi, Baughman and Morse (2004) conducted a survey in George Mason
University on the task force measuring the QoWL of employees. These researchers found different dimensions
including cover remunerations, health and retirement benefits, work security, workspace, acknowledgement for
accomplishments, availability of child care in the university, involvement in the decision-making processes and
impartial performance management. Buffardi et al., (2004) investigated the employees’ perceptions on QoWL at
the Razak University, Malaysia, with specific reference to how the university environment affects their satisfaction
in the workplace. In this study, Buffardi et al. (2004) used ten QoWL variables (work-life interference, relationship
(quality), meaningfulness, distrust about organisational change management, employee capability, influence,
employee determination, accessing resources, time management) to examine the associations between QoWL and
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satisfaction of employees at workplace. Serey’s (2006) QoWL dimensions include employees usage of the talent
and capacity to counteract challenges that require creativity and autonomy, individual involvement on activities, an
understanding on the role and responsibilities the individual must play in achieving organisational goals and taking
pride if an activity is done well.

According to Ketchum and Trist (1992), QoWL include work meaningfulness, sense of belonging and
commitment, self-respect and accomplishment of tasks at workplace and WLB. Casio (1992) alluded that the
dimensions of the QoWL consist of employees’ participation, job development, resolving conflicts, mode of
communication, health and safety, secured employment, fair rewards workplace & health safety and sense of
honour. Johnsrud & Des Jarlais (1994) mentioned other significant aspects important to the QoWL as including
research, administrative, labour and technological support as well as parking for employee cars. A research study
by Levine (1983) utilising a Delphi technique to a 70 employees found six measures including managers’
confidence and respecting of employees, diversification of responsibilities, employees challenges at workplace,
impartial promotions, WLB and self-esteem. Walton developed a model in 1973 for the QoWL which encapsulated
adequate compensation, environment that is safe and healthy, constitutionalism at workplace, development
opportunities and employment security, social relevance and integration and human capabilities development.
However, from the literature reviewed it can be summarised that QoWL is perceived as wide ranging
organisational variables, which might have a direct influence on employees’ needs.

A review of the literature indicates many different and somewhat similar dimensions of QoWL. Most QoWL
studies conducted in universities are in the twenty-first century (Vilas et al., 2013; Royuela et al., 2008; Buffardie
et al., 2004; Serey, 2006). While previous authors’ studies have mentioned various dimensions central to QoWL,
involvement in decisions, use of skills, interaction with colleagues (interpersonal skills), recognition and
contribution to the objectives of the institution are commonly mentioned in studies on QoWL in the twenty-first
century. Royuela et al. (2008) mentioned overall performance, while Boas and Morin (2013) cited performance
criteria as dimensions of QoWL. What is of paramount interest in the literature from the 1970s, when the QoWL
was first coined, is that different studies are central to the meaningfulness of work (Ketchum & Trist, 1992;
Buffardie et al., 2004), with the exception of nineteenth and twentieth century studies. Almost all literature
reviewed in different centuries except the nineteenth century cited in their QWL dimensions health and safety at
the workplace (Buffardi et al., 2004; Royuela et al., 2008; Casio, 1992; Walton, 1974; Walton, 1975). The literature
reviewed also showed the WLB as dominating in different centuries (Royuela, et al., 2008; Kerchum & Trist, 1992;
Levine, 1983).

4. Empirical Research Studies Conducted on the QoWL

Between 1980 and 2006 research studies conducted on the QoWL revealed an association between QoWL and
organisational variables such as job satisfaction (Armstrong, 2006; Mirkamali & Sani, 2008). Idris, et al (2014:108)
conducted a survey among 307 academic staff members in Iran investigating the correlation between QoWL and
career advancement. This study concluded that increased QoWL impact to increased career advancement and
educational and societal development. Winter, Sarros and Tanewski (1998) had undertaken a research study to
establish current levels of academic QoWL, identify the relative importance of role, job, supervisory, structural
and sectoral characteristics to academic QoWL at Australian tertiary institutions. This study findings revealed a
positive association of QoWL and increased independence of the teaching staff members, task identity. The results
by Winter et al. (1998) showed positive aspects of Australian academics’ current job include high levels of
autonomy, task identity and job challenges. The previous study also found that employees received poor feedback
from managers and experienced work overload. A survey by Boas and Morin (2013:67) assessed QoWL among
354 professors in Brazil (a developing country) and 317 professors in Canada (a first world country). This study
found a significant difference in various components of the QoWL including meaningfulness at work, stress,
employee commitment and work-life interface. This study by Boas & Morin (2013:67) also found Brazilian
professors to have meaningfulness at work and were more committed than their Canadian counterparts.

Pandey and Jha’s (2014:2) conducted a study to review and redefine literature on QoWL which showed that QWL
influences play a pivotal role in promoting a very strong work ethic and culture, human resource environment,
inspiring employees to perform their functions and exceed the agreed standards. Pandey & Jha, 2014) further
suggested that universities should promote autonomy and accountability, collaboration with industry, workshops
and trainings conducted on new technologies, standards and processes as well as employee exchange programmes
with national and international universities. Additionally, the authors suggested that fair and transparent employee
evaluation, including rewards and recognition, promotion, life and career advising centres as well as frequent
meetings, dialogues and sharing of information should be promoted in universities.
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An analytical study was conducted among 202 employees of Zahedan University of Medical Sciences by
Kermansaravi, Navidian, Rigi & Yaghoubinia (2014) to determine the correlation between employee satisfaction
and the QoWL. This study found that the QoWL can be increased by manipulating its dimensions, through
financial and non-financial rewards and the involvement of employees in decision-making. A research study
conducted by Tabassum (2012) among teaching members in a faculty in Bangladesh revealed a significant
relationship between all aspects of the QoWL and employee satisfaction. Another investigation by Ballou, Norman,
& Goodwin (2007) found that satisfied employees who find the work environment conducive are loyal to the
organisation thus increasing the efficiency and capita in the organisation. A plethora of studies in different
countries such as in Columbia and Iran (Dolan et al., 2008; Mirkamali & Narenji Sani, 2008; Teymouri, 2008) has
shown a strong relationship between knowledge of worklife and employee satisfaction. While a study by
Soltanzadeh, Ghalvandy & Fatah (2012) showed dimensions such as constitutionalism, social relevance of
worklife and social integration to have a strong relationship with the employee satisfaction. A perception study
undertaken by Daud (2012) among 170 employees at a Malaysian university to determine the relations between the
QoWL and organisational commitment amongst the teaching staff members showed the levels of the QWL to be
favourable and organisational commitment moderate. The research findings also revealed that employee
participation at workplace influences employee commitment as well as growth and development.

Mohan and Suppareakchaisakul (2014) examined QoWL among university teachers in Thailand and Malaysia
with the aim of examining a relationship with selected psychosocial factors of subjective well-being measured in
three dimensions including satisfaction at workplace, work family conflict, and general self-efficacy. This study
revealed that work-family conflict had a direct negative effect on Subjective Well-Being (SWB) and an indirect
effect on QOWL. The QoWL was found to be directly affected by self-efficacy and indirectly affected through
subjective well-being. The present findings suggested that improvements to the QoWL for both Thai and
Malaysian universities needs to take into consideration psychosocial factors and subjective well-being.

An empirical study by Johnsrud (2002) measuring QoWL of academic and administrative staff members offered a
framework that conceptualises studies on QoWL whereby differences were described and explored, the impact of
worklife on attitudes was determined, explaining behavioural outcomes and addressing the results for practice and
policy. The author posits that university leaders who intend to increase employee performance and retain
employees in all job categories must investigate and respond to the employee needs. There is a paucity of
published research on administrative staff as compared to that on faculty members (Johnsrud, 2002:388). Shahbazi,
etal., (2011) assessed the causal relations between the QoWL and performance of 60 leaders of Esfahan University.
This study revealed that QoWL has a significant relationship with performance in regard to developing employee
competence, constitutionalism at work place, institution, employee life space and social integration in the work
organisation.

This research by Mohammad, Ahmad and Reza (2013) was conducted with the primary objective of ascertaining
whether there is a link between QoWL and teaching staff members’ productivity in Iranian universities. Walton’s
QoWL and Hershey and Goldsmith’s (achieve Model) Manpower Productivity questionnaires were administered
to 224 academic full time male faculty members. It seems that fair and appropriate salary, hygienic and safe
workplace, making continuous development and security opportunities, obedience in the organisation, social unity
and solidarity in organization and imparting capabilities can contribute to teaching staff member’s productivity in
a university. Thus, it can be claimed that setting goals for training faculty members of a university and reforming
organisational structures in the university can have an effect on their productivity. Mohammad et al (2013)
suggested that other similar studies be conducted in other universities with the measurement tools of this research
and compared with the acquired results.

Punia and Kamboj (2013: 197) ponder that QoWL augments teachers’ effectiveness and satisfaction, wellness and
increased the behaviour of students. The study undertaken by Punia and Kamboj (2013) on the QoWL balance
amongst Indian teachers found that their designations, nature of appointment and academic stream affect their
QoWL balance directly and significantly. A research study conducted by Nanjundeswaraswmy & Swamy (2013)
among 109 employees in a private technical institution to examine the QoWL of employees revealed that male
employees were more satisfied than their female counterparts and that adequacy of resources were associated with
the QoWL and the training and development less correlated. In terms of the non-teaching staff, compensation and
rewards were more correlated and work environment less correlated with the QoWL. Mensah and Lebbacus (2013)
conducted a survey in a Ghanaian university with a purpose to determine employees’ self-efficacy and the QoWL
as well as the extent to which self-efficacy of employees’ influence their QoWL. This study found a positive
interconnection between self-efficacy and the QoWL implying that self-efficacy has a direct influence on
employees QoWL. The study by Hans et al. (2015) aimed to show the phenomena related to QoWL and
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occupational stress was conducted among lecturers in Oman. The study findings showed that occupational stress
negatively affected the QoWL of lecturers. A study by Bhavani and Jegadeeshwaran (2015) to 289 university of
Mysore with the aim to understand the relationship between job satisfaction and QWL of women teachers in a
university. This study found a positive impact of job satisfaction on the QoWL of women teachers. A literature
review study by Muindi and K’Obonyo (2015) sought to interrogate the employee factors that influence the
relationship between QoWL and performance. This study through extensively reviewed literature established that
there is a relationship between QoWL and performance and that QoWL programmes are associated with outcomes
such as improved employee performance, employee participation and involvement and responsibility. In a study of
dimensions of the QoWL as its affects the life and attitude at work of teachers in Pakistani universities by Arif and
Ilyas (2013) found different dimensions including importance of work, organisational environment, and WLB and
employee satisfaction to have an association with the QoWL. In another study by Farid (2015) investigating the
association between QoWL and organisational commitment in a Malaysian university found that there is an
inter-correlation between the latter dimensions of the QoWL. The objective of the study by Kaur & Sharma (2016)
was to assess factors the QWL of teaching workers in a public university in Punjab (India). These authors found
that in order for employees to work effectively in a university, salary and rewards, good leave system, flexible
working hours and greater opportunities for promotion are essential. However, Kaur and Sharma (2016: 9) also
found that factors which include work overload, senior management behaviour, long distance travelling to work
and organisational politics resulted in employees performing ineffectively. A study conducted by Zabrodska et al,
(2016) to examine the QoWL among the teaching staff in Czech university to assess to what extent marketization
affects staff members. The results showed a disproportionately high level of job satisfaction and low level of stress.
These authors indicated that the teaching staff revealed positive attributes of their workplace including
independence and quality, clarity on the roles and responsibilities, strong social community although employees
also shed light on their dissatisfaction on salaries, weak leadership and pressure on productivity. A scientific study
by Khan, Ara, and Bhat (2016) examining parameters regarding the QoWL among the teaching staff in universities
in India. This study was framed to two parameters including work and total space and social relevance. The
research findings found no significant difference between the QoWL and the dimensions mentioned above.

A research study among 150 faculty academic members was conducted by Mirkamalia and Thanib (2011) at the
University of Tehran (UT) and Sharif University of Technology (SUT) to determine QoWL. Previous authors’
findings revealed adverse QoWL conditions in these two previous universities and a small difference in social
integrity and cohesiveness amongst employees. A study by Saeed and Farooqi (2014) among 250 women at a
university in Nigeria investigated organisational pressure on the QoWL. This study investigated numerous
variables including salaries, benefits, and children’s day-care services at workplace and employee workload. Saeed
and Farooqi (2014)’s research study found no significant difference on women staff members satisfaction and that
all dimensions mentioned above had a direct relationship on the QoWL of women. Another study done by Aketch
et al. (2012) among Kenyan university academic staff showed that a positive correlation between QoWL and
overall performance existed. A study by Ngcamu and Letooane (2015a) investigated the impact of managerialism
on the QoWL of employees at a particular university in South Africa. This mixed method study reflected
contradictory perceptions on the availability of policies promoting the QoWL of employees, which were available
but inconsistently applied and not enforced by university leaders. Another descriptive study by Ngcamu and
Letooane (2015b) investigated employee satisfaction at workplace and general wellbeing among university leaders
in South Africa, which revealed the majority of employees having clear goals and opportunities for development
which was not the case for the majority of the research participants who were depressed and felt that there was a
lack of career opportunities in the university. The limitations of these studies reviewed above were on the paucity
of published data on the QoWL in South African universities and sampling, which was taken from one previously
disadvantaged university.

5. Towards a Research Agenda

Extant research suggests that QoWL impacts on satisfying employees in universities (Kermansaravi et al., 2014;
Panday & Jha, 2014; Tarbassum, 2012; Soltanzadeh et al., 2012), with a few on career advancement (Idris et al.,
2014). Most of the reviewed literature reflect the fact that studies conducted were descriptive (quantitative) in
nature where relationships between QoWL and job satisfaction were made mostly in the Middle East (Iran,
Bangladesh and Malaysia). Meanwhile, there are few studies that attempted to compare the QoWL of employees
from universities in developed and developing countries (Boas & Morin, 2013); job categories including academic,
non-academic and academic support staff members (Johnsrud, 2002; Saeed & Farooqi, 2014). It is clear from the
literature that published studies on QoWL in universities are case studies, which are based on quantitative research
tradition with minimal available studies on literature review using qualitative research methods. The literature
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review study that was reviewed used a desk research which concluded that QoWL impacted on employees
performing at maximum level and suggested that QoWL is influenced by both internal and external factors which
can increase the QoWL (Pandey & Jha, 2014).

There are many fascinating developments gleaned from this literature review study on QoWL at universities. As
noted, the study on QoWL among university professors in Brazil (developing country) had meaningfulness and
showed that the professors were more committed to their university than their Canadian counterparts (Boas &
Morin, 2013). An interesting pattern highlighted in this literature review inquiry was an association that developed
between QoWL and performance with a focus on rewards and recognition (Daud, 2012; Kermansaravi et al., 2014;
Pandey & Jha, 2014; Johnsrud, 2002; Shahbazi et al., 2011) and productivity (Mohammad, 2013). Another theme
seldom mentioned in QoWL discourse which emerged under the realm of this literature study were the effects of
the QoWL on efficiency of the staff members at tertiary institutions (Kermansaravi et al., 2014; Ballou et al. 2007;
Johnsrud, 2002).

6. Conclusion

This review of the literature on QoWL at universities suggests that QoWL is a multifaceted paradigm built on
different disciplines and sub-disciplines that seek to ensure the welfare of employees. It can be deduced from the
literature reviewed that QoWL effects have been related to a multiplicity of factors applicable to staff including
their satisfaction at work, career advancement, organisational commitment and loyalty, retention of staff,
efficiency, career development, increased performance, autonomy, workload and productivity mostly to academic
category of employees. It is clear from the literature that comparative studies on QoWL in developed and
developing countries as well as on non-academic staff and women are minimal. It is evident from the literature that
QoWL, as a concept, has been evolving and orientated into everything in the past decades in an institution with a
clear contemporary objective directing it into social issues. QOWL as a concept, is a collection of the entire human
resources function, including recruitment and selection, benefits and compensation, skills development, employee
relations, health and safety, organisational development and operations, with a common goal ensuring employees
are satisfied at work. Accordingly, it can be concluded that QoWL touches on different management levels
(operational, tactical and strategic) as well as personal, interpersonal and cognitive abilities to be applied with a
clear goal to ensure employees are satisfied and, thus, productive. Furthermore, the literature indicates that QWL
can be increased when employees participate in the university decision-making structures (decentralisation),
including all levels of strategic planning and WLB. The review has shown that most research on the QoWL in
universities is descriptive with a focus on academic members. As such, opportunities exist for future quantitative
and qualitative research in QoWL with a focus on all job categories and other key stakeholders. Influences on
improved QoWL construct only demarcate into a particular portfolio (Human Resources), overlooking other
portfolios and external influences that can have a positive effect on improved QoWL of employees with associated
benefits.
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