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ABSTRACT
Internal marketing (IM) is a holistic management process that uti
lises marketing techniques to understand employee-employer 
exchanges inside firms, achieving organisational objectives. 
Paralleling market orientation, internal market orientation (IMO) is 
an operationalisation of IM of interest to management. This paper 
develops a model that we call ‘Work-Life embedded Internal Market 
Orientation (WL-IMO)’, which addresses the management chal
lenges related to work-life balance and reduced well-being. 
Embedding work-life implications into IMO, this study initially 
examines how WL-IMO affects employee happiness, retention, 
and productivity. The interplay of IM and work-life practices opens 
new avenues for similar research in the work-life area. Collecting 
data from Chinese manufacturing sectors, this paper employed 
mixed-method approaches and validated WL-IMO as a second- 
order construct composed of six subdimensions. WL-IMO enhances 
employees’ intention to stay, their productivity, and happiness. 
Results confirm the positive effect of IMO on employee behaviour, 
providing managerial advice to organisations with similar issues.
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1. Introduction

In the 1980s, the increasing demand for motivated and customer-focused personnel to 
guarantee effective service delivery resulted in the emergence of the internal customer 
concept. It pertains to employees who obtain products or services from other depart
ments to perform their job effectively (Grönroos, 1981), which positively influences 
organisational efficiency, productivity, and performance (Lo Iacono et al., 2024). 
Accordingly, by employing marketing philosophies inside a firm, internal marketing (IM) 
was developed, viewing employees as internal customers and their jobs as internal 
products (Berry, 1981). Although IM positively affects customer-oriented employees’ 
motivation (Boukis et al., 2015), customer-perceived service quality, market orientation 
(MO) and organisational performance (Fang et al., 2014; Yu et al., 2019), the implementa
tion of IM is constrained by its heterogeneous definitions and measurements (Gounaris,  
2006; Richardson & Gosnay, 2023). Consequently, internal market orientation (IMO) was 
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initiated by I. N. Lings (2004) as a standardised operationalisation of IM which unifies the 
instrument.

IMO balances employees’ perceptions of what they contribute and what they can 
benefit from the organisation (I. N. Lings & Greenley, 2005), echoing the management 
challenges toward the increasing diversification of workforces – including multiple gen
erations, dual-career families, and increasing numbers of female workers – whose needs 
and wants are evolving. Especially, they have significantly increased demand for better 
work-life balance (WLB) (Ganiyu et al., 2018; Moore, 2020), which is essential for improving 
employee retention, organisational performance and competitiveness, incentivising orga
nisations to adopt WLB-improving practices (Lazar et al., 2010; Kelliher et al., 2019). 
Concerning the underestimation of the importance of workers’ WLB and well-being, 
manufacturing sectors in China are experiencing serious labour shortages and gaps (Ye 
et al., 2022). Chinese culture is shaped by family-oriented collectivism that views work-life 
as a unity (Chen et al., 2018; Li et al., 2000), glorifies self-sacrifice for family, and legitimises 
extra work to bring benefits to family (Yang et al., 2000). This leads to increased demand 
for work-life integration and blended work-life domains (Lu et al., 2010).

Various WLB practices have been introduced in China, such as flexible work arrange
ments (Chen et al., 2018) and support for elderly care (Shang et al., 2021). However, 
unsupportive cultures, managerial attitudes (Moore, 2020; Sánchez-Hernández et al.,  
2019) and improper communications (Ganiyu et al., 2018) impede the effective imple
mentation of WLB initiatives. Moreover, the balance means differently to different people. 
It is important to manipulate the work and life environment to fit individual preferences 
(Clark, 2002). Before exploring work-life support schemes, we argue that it is more 
important to have a system that helps with understanding employees’ needs and wants 
while permeating and facilitating a culture that values employees (Brough & Kalliath,  
2009). IMO is one method by which employees’ jeopardised well-being and work-life 
imbalance may be addressed. Through collecting, communicating, and responding to 
employees’ needs and wants, IMO allows employees to modify their focus, energy, time, 
and interpersonal style to fit the unique demands of work-life domains (Adisa & 
Gbadamosi, 2021).

Extending the extant IMO construct to consider work-life harmony, the newly devel
oped work-life embedded IMO (WL-IMO) can serve as a coping mechanism to facilitate 
employees’ transition between work and non-work domains. Providing a comprehensive 
understanding and timeous satisfaction of employees’ expectations, WL-IMO embeds the 
family-friendly practices and cultivates the WLB-oriented culture, which opens a new 
avenue for addressing WLB. Therefore, employees as border-crossers are capable of 
constructing, maintaining, negotiating, and integrating their responsibilities at work 
and in life (Clark, 2002). This study utilises a mixed-method approach, collecting data 
from manufacturing sectors in China where employees work long hours for low compen
sation (Ma, 2023). Current WLB studies concentrate on middle-class professionals and 
dual-earner parents in developed economies (Cooke et al., 2019; Ollier-Malaterre & 
Foucreault, 2017). Few studies concern the working class who have higher burnout and 
turnover (Kelliher et al., 2019), especially among the ‘time-poor and cash-poor popula
tion’. This investigation in the context of the Chinese manufacturing industry assists the 
generalisability of the IMO application. Through a more holistic and integrated employee– 
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employer exchange system, WL-IMO contributes to improved employee happiness, inten
tion to stay and productivity, which sheds light on the organisations which face similar 
employment issues.

2. IMO as a marketing-like activity

2.1. Internal marketing and its controversies

Berry et al. (1976) initiated IM as a solution to the problem of delivering consistently high- 
quality service. It creates and communicates corporate values across the organisation to 
develop internal and external customer awareness, remove functional barriers to organisa
tional effectiveness, and retain skilled employees (Ballantyne, 2003). Therefore, IM inspires 
customer-oriented employees to develop work behaviours that increase MO and sustain 
organisational success and competitiveness (Ballantyne, 1997). However, studies on IM face 
challenges in terms of both theoretical advancement and practical application (I. N. Lings,  
2004). For example, IM is not widely adopted due to a lack of agreement and limited 
information among practitioners on how to implement it (Qiu et al., 2022).

2.2. IMO and its measurement scales

Mirroring market orientation (MO) (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990), IMO adopts the most 
commonly applied IM scales: internal communication, working environment, reward 

Figure 1. Existing IM scales. (Adapt from Huang and Rundle-Thiele, 2015; Qiu et al., 2022)
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system, training, career development, management concern, job design, empower
ment, and internal market research (Huang & Rundle-Thiele, 2015; Qiu et al., 2022) (see 
Figure 1). These are then grouped into more practical and applicable types of beha
viour: internal information collection, internal communication, and responsiveness to 
internal information (I. N. Lings & Greenley, 2005). Subsequently, Gounaris (2006) 
further divides the internal market by employing the marketing principles of segmen
tation, targeting and positioning, and customising their IM strategies for these seg
ments to enhance responsiveness. IMO has been promoted across diverse contexts by 
modifying the existing scales or conceptualising new IMO constructs (See Appendix 1). 
The most frequently used are those of I. N. Lings and Greenley (2005) and Gounaris 
(2006). Current scholars have substantiated IMO’s impact on different levels of out
comes, such as employees’ commitment, motivation, job satisfaction (Tortosa-Edo 
et al., 2009; Yu et al., 2017) and brand-supportive behaviour (Boukis et al., 2014); 
customer satisfaction (Sahi et al., 2013); and organisational performance (L. N. Lings & 
Greenley, 2009; Yu et al., 2022).

However, it is debatable whether MO is the best option for compositing IMO, given 
that the application of marketing philosophy within the internal market remains ambig
uous and contentious (Ahmed & Rafiq, 2003). Although scholars such as Gyepi-Garbrah 
and Asamoah (2015) and Boukis (2019) have revisited IMO’s compositions, these lack 
validation and increase the complexity and sporadic nature of IMO’s operations. Ruizalba 
et al. (2014) initially adjusted existing IMO compositions, highlighting WLB as part of 
internal information responsiveness, which positively affects employee satisfaction and 
commitment. However, the extent of the perception of WLB differs between individuals 
(Clark, 2002), making it difficult to tailor WLB practices effectively. This study extends the 
existing IMO by understanding how people coordinate the demands between their work 
and life domains, which is WLB’s essential premise.

2.3. IMO’s application in various contexts

Current IMO studies have predominantly examined the service sector in European coun
tries, such as hotels (e.g. Domínguez-Falcón et al., 2017; Gounaris, 2006) and retailers (e.g. 
I. N. Lings & Greenley, 2005), and in Asian countries, such as banking (e.g. Kaur et al., 2010; 
Sahi et al., 2013) and education (e.g. Sulaiman, 2018). We argue that service sectors call for 
a higher degree of IMO to better achieve customer satisfaction (Ferdous et al., 2013). 
Nevertheless, production-line workers in the manufacturing sectors should be considered 
as significant as front-line personnel in service industries. Their performance is intimately 
linked to productivity and product quality (Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2019). 
Consequently, a richer and deeper exploration of the manufacturing context is needed.

3. Work-life embedded IMO (WL-IMO)

Employees are frequent ‘border crossers’ who experience physical, temporal, and psy
chological transitions between the work and non-work arenas, meaning that they must 
strive to negotiate and manage a balance (Clark, 2000). Satisfying WLB demands moti
vates employees who benefit the organisation via higher employee engagement and 
productivity (Blau, 1964). Therefore, organisations functioning as ‘border keepers’ who 
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influence border flexibility and permeability need to help their employees manage the 
work-life transition (Clark, 2002). The post-pandemic and hybrid-work model blurs work- 
life boundaries and makes them more permeable, increasing work-life conflict. There is 
therefore an urgent need for greater understanding of flexibility and targeted work-life 
support (Chan et al., 2023).

Various WLB practices are available, such as flexitime, job-sharing, compressed working 
hours, on-site days, stress management, and dependent care. However, there is no one- 
size-fits-all solution to the WLB conundrum as the problem is profoundly influenced by 
time and/or location, both of which affect employees’ ability to fulfil their work and family 
commitments (De Cieri et al., 2005; Perry-Smith & Blum, 2000; Sánchez-Hernández et al.,  
2019). For example, employees in the USA prefer more flexible working-hours to balance 
work and life, while employees in India favour the provision of fitness centres and 
educational support (Chandra, 2012). That it is critical to understand the needs of diverse 
employees, as well as any inequality in their reciprocal behaviour towards their employer, 
has been repeatedly underscored (Basnyat & Lao, 2019). Unsupportive managers in 
particular render work-life programmes less effective (McCarthy et al., 2010).

Therefore, this study develops WL-IMO, which comprises six subdimensions (see 
Figure 2, Model C). Instead of focusing on ‘balance’, which is difficult to measure, WL- 
IMO prioritises employees’ demand for management when negotiating passage between 
the work and life domains. Through internal intelligence collection, communication, and 
responsiveness in work and life, it enables a positive transition between both domains. 
WL-IMO therefore contributes to fostering work-life integration and enrichment and 
avoiding the dilemma over which to prioritise. This helps to solve the current issues 
with WLB processes, including low utilisation rates and effectiveness (Ganiyu et al., 2018).

3.1. Internal information collection (IC)

Until now, internal information collection has focused on activities pertaining to the 
labour market or employees’ needs and wants at work (I. N. Lings & Greenley, 2005). 
Unlike existing IMO scales, WL-IMO prioritises the identification of particular internal 
consumer demands from both professional and personal spheres, specifically information 
collection in work (ICW) and information collection in life (ICL). Without an understanding 
of changing needs, work-life supportive programmes/policies become unfeasible 
(Lockwood, 2003). IC methods vary across the domains of work and life. For instance, 
China is classified as a high-context culture, which is reinforced by Chinese collectivist 
culture (Hofstede, 1984). Chinese residents will traditionally adopt different ways of 
communication according to the different social groups and are more likely to express 
their needs and wants implicitly. Therefore, ICL focuses on written format responses and 
relies on HR department support.

3.2. Internal information dissemination (ID)

Existing internal information dissemination aims to communicate organisational informa
tion as well as employee demands in order that employees can accomplish their job tasks 
accordingly (I. N. Lings, 2004). This study argues that internal information dissemination 
should include communication on needs and wants related to life (IDL) and work (IDW). 
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Communication across different levels and departments about WLB practices is crucial 
(Lockwood, 2003). Deprived of qualitative findings, employees are not well informed by 
management of what work-life practices are available to them, even if these benefits are 
exclusive to most of the production-line workers. This is consistent with the study 

Model A: Three-Factor Second-

Model B: Three-Factor Third-Order Construct Model

Order Construct Model  

Figure 2. The competing models.
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conducted by Näswall et al. (2019), in which they found that resource availability does not 
guarantee resource usage and equal access. Therefore, except for IDW, IDL focuses on the 
circulation of work-life practices through upward and downward communications (e.g. 
family-friendly practices and social insurance) via different modes to encourage effective 
information communication and dissemination.

3.3. Responsiveness (RES)

How responsively organisations react to collected information regarding employees’ 
needs and wants has been seen as a decisive element in successful IMO implementation 
(Yu et al., 2020). To improve the utilisation of WLB practices, supportive line managers are 
essential (Vyas et al., 2017). For example, Chinese managers regularly tie employees’ 
efforts and commitment to hard work with longer hours (Li & Madsen, 2009). These 
work ethics may lead employees to feel that the use of these policies jeopardises their 
efforts at work (Moore, 2020). Managers who understand and respect their employees will 
better tailor the support they offer them. Responsiveness to work information (RESW) and 
life information (RESL) pertain to responding to the specific identified needs and wants in 
work and life respectively. For example, to achieve intense production demands, the 
Chinese manufacturing industry is characterised by a dormitory labour regime, inflexible 
and rigid work schedules, and an overtime culture, all of which cause employees to 
experience location and time constraints and mental distress (Smith & Pun, 2006; Zhang 
et al., 2018). Instead of developing a universal practice, organisations may consider 

Model C: Six-Factor Second-Order Construct Model 

Figure 2. (Continued).
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individual actions such as setting up childcare support, offering parenting leave, organis
ing social activities, and designing flexible working hours for employees who have 
different role commitments.

4. Research context

Prolonged working hours have been identified as the principal cause of mental health 
problems among the workforce (Ma, 2023). China is among the most populous nations 
and is characterised by extensive weekly working hours, resulting in approximately 
600,000 fatalities annually due to guolaosi (‘overwork’) (Monet, 2014). Rural-to-urban 
migrants in particular are compelled to work for extended periods to sustain themselves 
in cities, leading to psychological and health issues (Long et al., 2020). These undermine 
WLB and reduce subjective well-being (Ng et al., 2024). Traditional manufacturing hubs in 
China have continuously experienced labour shortages in recent years due to an ageing 
population, a technology skills gap and industry transformation; in particular, after the 
pandemic, there was increased demand for WLB, increased wages, and a pleasant work 
environment.

5. Method

We employed a mixed-methods approach through three studies over 10 stages to 
generate, develop, evaluate and validate the WL-IMO construct, adhering to the three- 
phase framework outlined by Boateng et al. (2018): (1) Generating a pool of items; (2) 
Developing the scales; and (3) Evaluating the scales (See Figure 3 and Supplementary 
Document 1).

Figure 3. The process of scales development and validation.
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We conducted an initial qualitative study to explore employees’ specific needs and 
desires regarding their work and family expectations. This enabled us to improve and 
update the measurement scales regarding IMO’s application in the manufacturing indus
try. Subsequently, we conducted a quantitative study through factor analysis to validate 
WL-IMO scales and its influence on employees’ happiness, retention, and productivity.

5.1. Phase 1: item development

5.1.1. Stage 1: content domains and item generation
We initially employed a deductive approach to identify the WL-IMO baseline through an 
extensive literature review, generating 139 preliminary items. Considering the time-poor 
and cash-poor populations working in the Chinese manufacturing industry, we refined 
this list to 37 items, which we then categorised under the dimensions of IC, ID, and RES. 
Subsequently, we conducted in-depth interviews to uncover additional items in both 
work and life and to enhance the accuracy and comprehensiveness of the items. A total of 
15 manufacturing firms in Guangdong province, China, agreed to participate in the 
research; we recruited one manager and one employee from each company. Therefore, 
to generate additional scale items of WL-IMO, we conducted 30 in-depth interviews with 
15 employees and 15 managers from the recruited organisations across various depart
ments, including marketing, HR, administration, production, and purchasing. As current 
empirical studies on understanding IMO’s application rely heavily on a single source, 
which may lead to biased findings of what employees want, we investigated both 
managers’ and employees’ viewpoints to provide a more profound understanding of 
IMO and its measurement.

5.1.2. Stage 2: content validity
Two academics and three experts who can speak both Chinese and English evaluated 
content validity to determine the adequacy of the generated items. We then made some 
modifications: five items in work and four items in life were eliminated, and a new item 
was added (see Supplementary Documents 1 & 2). As a result, we selected 34 items to 
measure WL-IMO on the basis of their appropriateness and relevance. We measured each 
item using Likert scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

5.2. Phase 2: scale development

5.2.1. Stage 3: pre-test and pilot study
We ran a pre-test among 15 workers in factories in Guangdong, ensuring the survey was 
achievable, understandable, and logical; we finalised the questionnaire after minor mod
ifications. We then conducted a pilot study to check the data collection instruments, 
sample recruitment strategies and measurement reliability; we recruited 35 factory work
ers online to complete the modified version of the survey.

We compared models of three subdimensions (Models A and B) and six sub
dimensions (Model C) by operating an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) along with 
Varimax rotation to check the items’ factorability and dimensionality, and the 
reliability of WL-IMO (Field, 2024) (see Figure 2). We applied indices including 
factor loadings, communalities, Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) and Bartlett’s Test of 
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Sphericity to assess their appropriateness for factor analysis. Based on the thresh
old suggested by Field (2024), all the KMOs were over 0.5 and Bartlett’s Test of 
Sphericity was significant, indicating that these items were appropriate to be 
assessed via factor analysis (Field, 2024).

We deleted five items by checking the factor loadings (below 0.5), cross-loading 
(above 0.4), and correlated item-to-total correlation (below 0.2) (e.g. ‘Managers often 
talk to the employees about their job design’; ‘Employees’ suggestions/complaints fall 
on deaf ears’). By repeating the process to assess internal information collection – life 
aspect (ICL) and work aspect (ICW); internal information dissemination – life aspect 
(IDL) and work aspect (IDW); and responsiveness to internal information – life aspect 
(RESL) and work aspect (RESW), respectively, items under each factor were discrimi
nant. This suggested that WL-IMO could be composed of six underlying subdimen
sions. We further checked the reliability of each WL-IMO factor by calculating 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in SPSS version 24. All the Cronbach’s alpha coefficients 
of the proposed factors were over 0.7, indicating good reliability (IC 0.933, ID 0.924, 
RES 0.887, ICL 0.830, ICW 0.943, IDL 0.889, IDW 0.847, RESL 0.800 and RESW 0.773) 
(Byrne, 2010).

5.2.2. Stage 4: administering items to targeted samples
To check full-scale construct validity, through consulting a list of the top 500 firms 
from the Guangdong Manufacturers Association, we contacted 50 manufacturers by 
calling HR managers and received 30 permissions to collect data. In total, we 
distributed 600 surveys, of which 322 were returned: a 54% response rate. Of 
these, 317 were usable (53% of respondents were male; 56.8% were less than 35  
years old).

To address the risk of common method bias, we used reversed-coded items in the 
survey design and checked it statistically. We also examined bias using Harman’s 
single-factor test in SPSS; the result in our case was 48.4%, which is less than the 
threshold (50%). The common latent factor test in AMOS tests the common variance 
as the square of the common factor of each path before standardisation. The result 
was 11% (0.33 × 0.33 = 11%) which is less than the threshold of 50% (Podsakoff et al.,  
2003).

5.2.3. Stage 5: item reduction and extraction of factors
To confirm the dimensionality of WL-IMO as a third-order or second-order construct 
consisting of six subdimensions, we conducted a two-stage analysis: EFA and confirma
tory factor analysis (CFA). We performed EFA again to test the underlying dimensions of 
WL-IMO and reduce the number of items to 29. We applied a principal axis factoring 
analysis, along with an observation of a rotated component matrix (Direct Oblimin). 
Factor analysis becomes suitable with a sample size of over 250 when the average 
value of communality is larger than 0.6. Our average value was 0.677 (19.637/29 =  
0.677), well in excess of the threshold. We deleted five items due to high cross-loadings 
(e.g. ‘The management will provide a reward when employees demonstrate improvement 
and innovation in their jobs’). As a result, we extracted 1 factor with 24 items with 
eigenvalue > 1 (variance explained = 61%) (See Table 1 and Supplementary Document 2).

JOURNAL OF STRATEGIC MARKETING 1045



Table 1. Measurement items, exploratory factor loading of each item and reliability.

Construct Items Loadings α α
Items deleted 

after CFA

Information Collection 0.942
Internal information collection in life (ICL) 0.848

1. Management frames questionnaires to identify employees’ wants 
and needs in life.

0.688

2. Management tries to find out if employees have a problem in life. 0.789
3. In this organization, the HR dept collects information on employees’ 

life issues at least once a year.
0.758

Internal information collection in work (ICW) 0.933
1. In this organization, there are regular meetings between managers 

and employees to discuss matters that the employees wish to 
address at work.

0.802

2. Management conducts a regular survey to collect information about 
employees’ needs at work.

0.846

3. Management meets employees at least once a year to find out what 
expectations they have for their careers.

0.804

4. Management tries to find out the employees’ true feelings about 
their jobs.

0.821

5. Management does a lot of internal research to find out how to make 
employees satisfied with their job.

0.845

6. Management has regular staff appraisals to discuss what employees 
want.

0.805 Deleted

Information Dissemination 0.932
Information dissemination in life (IDL) 0.889

1. If an employee has a certain personal problem that influences their 
work performance, they are encouraged to discuss it with their 
managers.

0.776

2. Managers in this company are never too busy if one of their 
subordinates wishes to meet personally to discuss problems in 
life.

0.805

3. Management periodically circulates documents that provide infor
mation on family-friendly practice to improve the quality of 
employee life, such as children’s education and social insurance.

0.814

4. A lot of informal social activities are organized to encourage 
employees to communicate their difficulties in life with their 
manager.

0.821

Information dissemination in work (IDW) 0.897
1. Management usually listens to employees sincerely when they have 

problems in doing their jobs.
0.835

2. Management spends time to inform staff about their tasks, objec
tives and try to compromise when there is a disagreement.

0.748 Deleted

3. Management organizes regular staff meetings to discuss issues 
relating to employees’ needs and wants in work.

0.783

4. Data on employee satisfaction are disseminated at all levels on 
a regular basis.

0.805

Information Responsiveness 0.929
Information responsiveness to life (RESL) 0.885

1. The organization not only cares about employees but also cares 
about employees’ families.

0.817 Deleted

2. Management provides different supportive schemes for the 
employees’ family issues, such as employees’ children’s 
schooling, medical care, and living conditions.

0.800

3. The organization accommodates my needs and wants relating to 
family or personal issues – for example, flexible work schedules, 
medical appointments, and parent evenings.

0.781

4. After the organization finds out that employees need a social life, 
the company makes a concerted effort to offer social activities, 
such as sports, games, karaoke and movie nights.

0.791

Information responsiveness to work (RESW) 0.883

(Continued)

1046 X. HU ET AL.



5.3. Phase 3: scale evaluation

5.3.1. Stage 6: test of dimensionality
To evaluate WL-IMO as a single model, second-order or third-order constructs with six 
subdimensions (see Figure 2), we applied CFA to examine the correspondence of all items 
with their respective latent variables, to confirm the dimensionality of all constructs and to 
check the goodness of fit of the measurement and structural models (Hair et al., 2010). The 
original model with 24 items indicated a lack of fit (see Table 2). By referencing the 
modification indices, the model fit improved after we discarded three more items (e.g. 
‘Management does a lot of internal research to find out how to make employees satisfied 
with their job’) (See Supplementary Document 1 and 2).

We then compared the models of a higher-order construct with six subdimensions 
against a single first-order model construct by running AMOS version 23. According to the 

Table 1. (Continued).

Construct Items Loadings α α
Items deleted 

after CFA

1. This organization takes employee needs and wants into account 
during their employment; for example, job design, training 
program selection, and personal development efforts.

0.780

2. When management finds employees are unhappy with their jobs/ 
tasks, they take responsive action.

0.778

3. Management makes changes based on employees’ feedback relat
ing to their needs and wants in work.

0.795

Intention to stay 0.890
1. Under no circumstances will I voluntarily leave this organization 

before I retire.
0.854

I 2. would be reluctant to leave this organization. 0.824
3. I plan to stay at this organization as long as possible. 0.885

Employee productivity 0.816
1. My workday is usually productive. 0.658
2. I usually get a lot done at work. 0.695
3. My work arrangement allows me to complete tasks effectively 

each day.
0.883

4. My work arrangement allows me to work efficiently 0.678
Employee happiness 0.896

1. I feel that life is very rewarding. 0.769
2. I often experience joy and elation. 0.901
3. I am very happy. 0.792
4. I feel I have a lot of energy. 0.849

Notes: α reliability; CFA confirmatory factory analysis

Table 2. WL-IMO model fit.
No. P GFI NFI CFI RMSEA

Original Model (24 items) 317 0 0.740 0.840 0.869 0.108
Original Model (21 items) (Revised) 317 0 0.839 0.872 0.896 0.106
Three-Factor Second-Order Model (21 items) 317 0 0.895 0.933 0.960 0.066
Six-Factor Second-Order Model (21 items) 317 0 0.921 0.950 0.975 0.054

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. 
GFI = The Goodness of Fit. 
NFI = The Normed Fit Index. 
CFI = The Comparative Fit Index. 
RMSEA = The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation.
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modification indices (cut-off points for a good-fitting model are CFI, GFI and AGFI > 0.9, 
and RMSEA < 0.08) suggested by Byrne (2010), the results showed that a higher-order 
model construct with six dimensions (GFI = 0.921, NFI = 0.950, CFI = 0.975 and 
RMSEA = 0.054) was much better than a single model (GFI = 0.839, NFI = 0.872, 
CFI = 0.896 and RMSEA = 0.106). Remembering that the existing IMO is a second-order 
construct with three subdimensions, we further checked the model fit (GFI = 0.895, 
NFI = 0.933, CFI = 0.960 and RMSEA = 0.066) (see Table 2).

AMOS is unsuited to checking the third-order construct, so we used Smart-PLS Version 
3.3.9 to check whether WL-IMO was better composited as a second or third-order con
struct. According to the model fit indices, a third-order construct had SRMR = 0.82, greater 
than the threshold of 0.8, and RMS Theta = 0.209 > 0.12, indicating a lack of fit (Henseler 
et al., 2015). Thus, we confirmed WL-IMO as a second-order construct consisting of ICL, 
ICW, IDL, IDW, RESL and RESW with 21 items (see Table 2 and Figure 4).

Figure 4. Confirmatory factor model for WL-IMO construct. (Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001) 
WL-IMO = Work Life Embedded IMO ICW = Information Collection in Work ICL = Information 
Collection in Life IDW = Information Dissemination in Work IDL = Information Dissemination in Life 
RESW = Responsiveness to Work RESL = Responsiveness to Life.
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5.3.2. Stage 7: construct reliability
We tested the reliability of the 6 dimensions with 21 items by checking Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficients, all of which were over 0.7, indicating good reliability (Byrne, 2010). WL-IMO’s 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.969, and the subdimensions had values of 0.848, 0.921, 
0.848, 0.897, 0.845 and 0.883, respectively (see Table 3).

5.3.3. Stage 8: convergent validity
Convergent validity refers to how different indicators are theoretically similar or inter
related, statistically sharing a high proportion of variance. This study initially tested the 
convergent validity by checking the average variance extracted (AVE) and composite 
reliability (CR). All AVEs were over 0.5, CRs were over 0.7, and all the CRs were larger than 
the AVEs, suggesting that each variable demonstrated adequate convergent validity 
(Byrne, 2010) (see Table 3).

5.3.4. Stage 9: discriminant validity
Discriminant validity is indicated by evidence that indicators of theoretically distinct 
constructs are not highly intercorrelated. Hair et al. (2010) suggest comparing AVEs for 
any two constructs with the square of the correlation estimate between the constructs. In 
this study, all AVEs were greater than the squared correlation (see Table 3 and 
Supplementary Document 3).

5.3.5. Stage 10: predictive validity
Stage 10 was designed to check WL-IMO’s predictive validity, which examines the pre
dictors’ ability to forecast outcomes (Lim, 2024). We selected three dependent variables 
representing typical employee management challenges in the set context: intention to 
stay, happiness and productivity. By repeating the checks of construct reliability and 
validity (see Table 4), this study further estimated the predictive effect of WL-IMO on 
employees’ happiness (Cronbach’s α = 0.878 > 0.7), intention to stay (Cronbach’s 

Table 3. Psychometric properties of WL-IMO.
Constructs 1 2 3 4 5 6 No. of Items Loadings α CR Mean S.E.

1. ICL 0.768 3 0.854 0.848 0.908 13.48 4.375
2. ICW 0.638 0.760 5 0.946 0.921 0.940 23.76 7.135
3. IDL 0.599 0.702 0.766 3 0.911 0.848 0.908 14.16 4.406
4. IDW 0.492 0.684 0.624 0.767 4 0.911 0.897 0.929 19.64 5.426
5. RESL 0.517 0.646 0.659 0.624 0.766 3 0.905 0.845 0.907 14.34 4.286
6. RESW 0.444 0.612 0.530 0.601 0.653 0.811 3 0.875 0.883 0.928 14.46 4.195

Note: Off-diagonal entries are correlations squared among constructs. On the diagonal are the AVEs average variance 
extracted; CR Composite reliability.

Table 4. Discriminant validity.

Constructs 1 2 3 4
Composite 
Reliability

1. WL-IMO 0.811 0.963
2. Happiness 0.428 0.749 0.923
3. Intention to Stay 0.015 0.019 0.773 0.911
4. Productivity 0.373 0.444 0.002 0.641 0.876

Note: Off-diagonal entries are correlations squared among constructs. On the diagonal are the AVEs average 
variance extracted.
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α = 0.890 > 0.7) and employee productivity (Cronbach’s α = 0.816 > 0.7) to assess how WL- 
IMO was related to other established constructs.

5.3.6. WL-IMO, employee happiness, intention to stay, and productivity
Employee turnover expenses may cost organisations more than 100% of an employee’s 
annual wages and negatively influence organisational performance (Skelton et al., 2020). 
With an unprecedented global labour shortage, managing workforce turnover is crucial 
for organisations’ long-term development (Walker, 2001). Existing studies have argued 
that employee retention is influenced by promotion, work pressure, communications, and 
supervisor support (Hytter, 2007). WLB is increasingly important for employee engage
ment and retention (Das, 2013). Therefore, through IMO, organisations can better under
stand employees’ needs and provide support schemes to address work and life concerns. 
Supported employees are more likely to stay. Moreover, current studies on IMO have 
confirmed its positive influence on employee retention and commitment (e.g. Sulaiman,  
2018; Yu et al., 2017).

Hence, H1: Organisations’ WL-IMO is positively related to employee intention to stay.
Happiness at work has become progressively more crucial. Although there has been 

improvement in life quality, there is a decrease in subjective well-being in China (Cheng 
et al., 2018). ‘Happy management’ is imperative to retain skilled employees and enhance 
productivity. Psychological well-being, in this context, refers to an individual’s experience 
of happiness and positive feelings related to the fulfilment of psychological needs 
(Bonacchi et al., 2021). Satisfaction with both family and work influences an individual’s 
happiness (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). When employees experience satisfied basic needs, 
relatively stable life circumstances, and supportive social networks, they are more likely to 
be happier (Fisher, 2010). When WL-IMO is applied, managers tend to provide enhanced 
and effective communications, which create happy and positive employees.

5.3.7. Thus, H2: organisations’ WL-IMO is positively related to employee happiness
With increasing demands for a healthy equilibrium between jobs and personal lives, open 
communication and understanding employees’ priorities are critical (Halbesleben et al.,  
2009). Effective communication, good working conditions, and welfare positively influ
ence labour productivity (Ghate, 2016). WL-IMO values employees’ efforts and dissemi
nates information about the organisation’s objectives, developing their full potential at 
work (Awang et al., 2015) and enhancing their job satisfaction (Gounaris, 2008). 
Additionally, employees’ job satisfaction positively influences their productivity (e.g. 
Bhatti & Qureshi, 2007).

5.3.8. Therefore, H3: organisations’ WL-IMO is positively related to employee 
productivity
To test the hypotheses, we conducted a second survey by distributing 300 online ques
tionnaires among frontline employees in 15 enterprises in Guangdong province. Two 
hundred and eleven were returned (70% response rate) and 209 were usable. We checked 
the common method bias via Harman’s single factor. The result was 47.8% (below the 
50%), thus demonstrating no bias. We performed a simple correlation analysis and 
showed that WL-IMO positively influenced employees’ happiness (β = 0.532, p < 0.001), 
intention to stay (β = 0.236, p < 0.01) and productivity (β = 0.432, p < 0.001) (see Figure 5).
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6. Discussion and conclusion

We conducted three studies which validate a multidimensional construct, WL-IMO, as 
a third-order construct with six sub-dimensions including internal information collection, 
internal information dissemination, and responsiveness toward work and life. Being 
consistent with Ruizalba et al. (2014), the studies on IM need to be upgraded to consider 
WLB, which is increasingly important for employee retention and organisational perfor
mance (Lazar et al., 2010). Nonetheless, the perception of WLB varied, depending on 
situations such as gender, family stage, and marital status (Sánchez-Hernández et al.,  
2019). Hence, employees need to be capable of negotiating and managing the work-life 
boundary (Li et al., 2000). WL-IMO goes beyond the original IMO, focusing not only on 
work but on the needs and wants of life. Through managers’ support, effective commu
nications, and resources deployment such as autonomy and flexibility, WL-IMO enables 
effective work-life border management.

The WL-IMO results in improved employees’ intention to stay (H1), happiness (H2) and 
productivity (H3) within the manufacturing industry (see Figure 5). This study confirms the 
findings produced by other scholars such as Yu et al. (2017) and Modi and Sahi (2018), 
who credited IMO’s positive impact on employee retention in other contexts. Although 
several studies explore IMO’s role in organisational performance (e.g. Lings & Greenley,  
2010; Fang et al., 2014), these emphasise financial performance. WL-IMO’s positive influ
ence on productivity supports the assertion that raised demand for WLB pressures 
employees, hindering productivity (Sánchez-Hernández et al., 2019). This study also 

Figure 5. Path model for assessing predictive validity. (Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001) GFI =  
The Goodness of Fit NFI = The Normed Fit Index CFI = The Comparative Fit Index RMSEA = The Root 
Mean Square Error of Approximation. 
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addresses the limitations of current IM research, exploring its influence on employees’ 
psychological well-being through happiness, which has drawn managerial attention 
(Bellet et al., 2024).

6.1. Theoretical implications and future research

This study makes manifold contributions to theory. Our primary contribution is the 
validation of the WL-IMO model, which forms a basis for a new instrument to address 
issues relating to the work-life interface. Depending on the degrees of flexibility and 
permeability, the work and life domains can be blended (Clark, 2000) or integrated 
(Ashforth et al., 2000), improving or hampering individual well-being (Desrochers & 
Sargent, 2004). WL-IMO offers a marketing perspective which classifies internal cus
tomers into different segments, facilitating a more comprehensive understanding of 
their expectations and achieving a more efficient optimisation of resource allocation 
for work-life boundary management. As the initial study applying the border theory 
to the IM field, the development of WL-IMO supports the assertion that individuals 
mitigate the competing demands of work and non-work need organisational support 
to effectively and efficiently manage and balance their work and lives (Clark, 2002). 
Therefore, it contributes to the maintenance of a clear work-life boundary by adapt
ing to workers’ needs regarding their preference for work-life integration and 
separation.

Second, this is the first empirical evidence supporting the positive relationship 
between IMO and employees’ happiness. WL-IMO benefits the community and 
society by generating happy and healthy individuals and a more harmonious social 
environment. It helps organisations cope with labour shortages via reduced 
employee turnover, enhanced productivity, and better overall performance. The WL- 
IMO model may prove to be a fruitful area of future studies to elaborate on IM’s 
effectiveness on employees’ well-being and WLB, ultimately sustaining organisational 
development.

Third, the application of IMO in the manufacturing industry enriches IM research into 
various contexts, shedding light on the similar employee management challenges 
appearing in that context. This study especially emphasises the cash-poor and time- 
poor populations in the factories to better reflect how their needs differ from those of 
other employees. Time poverty is more prevalent among low-income workers, as they are 
required to work longer hours and perform unpaid labour to raise their families (Long et 
al., 2020). We advocate to emphasise this populations in developing countries, which are 
underrepresented in understanding the WLB and well-being (Kelliher et al., 2019; Ollier- 
Malaterre & Foucreault, 2017).

Nonetheless, WL-IMO is expected to achieve employees’ WLB. This study does not 
empirically test its impact on work-life relevant outcomes. In the future, this can be 
further explored across various contexts (Chan et al., 2023). Limited organisational 
resources constrain their inputs into employment. Therefore, future research could 
investigate which subdimensions of WL-IMO are the most effective. The IMO model 
applied to the manufacturing industry can be explored, offering correspondingly 
more specific operationalisation and guidance for management teams. Empirically, 
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we suggest repeated studies into different sectors to check the generalisability. 
Although strict control to assure internal validity can compromise generalisability, it 
is a more appropriate use of research findings when assessing generalisability 
(Ferguson, 2004). The phenomenon of cash-poor and time-poor populations is very 
context-specific. We expect this study to be a starting point inspiring other studies in 
this area.

6.2. Practical implications

The findings suggest that the managers should apply WL-IMO to achieve enhanced 
intention to stay and productivity while improving happiness in the workplace. 
Organisations may consider assigning specific WL-IMO administrators to monitor 
the application process and measure its effectiveness at different periods. 
Successful WL-IMO implementation requires collaboration across various depart
ments, such as HR, marketing, and production. For example, dissemination of clear 
information on job tasks, work policies, organisational goals, and family-related 
practices between managers, as well as between managers and employees, are 
essential, ensuring the effective information communications and the successful 
execution of corporate strategies.

The management teams should consider how to collect information regarding 
employees’ desires for work and life in a timely fashion. Manufacturers also should 
consider how to communicate policies, benefits, and information creatively. Many assem
bly-line workers may not have the time or the will to read long reports or cumbersome 
texts. Hence, communication should be straightforward to understand. Such information 
can be collected via observation of internal social media groups, advice mailboxes, 
seasonal surveys and open-door/walk-in policies.

Finally, prompt responses to the issues raised are the most critical step for the 
success of WL-IMO (Yu et al., 2020). Flexible working hours may be easier for some 
industries but can pose challenges for production lines in factories, especially when 
the continuous engagement of assembly-line workers and machine operators is 
important for productivity (Golden, 2012). Supervisors can collaborate with produc
tion managers to provide more flexible rostering polices such as task rotation, 
adjusted production schedules and workflow, enabling workers to handle family 
commitments. Needs such as children’s schooling and accommodation cannot be 
resolved easily within the organisations themselves. More effort may be required to 
liaise with local governments and communities. Organisations may offer employees 
onsite childcare services or allocate onsite or near-workplace accommodation during 
school holidays so that they will not be worried about leaving their children alone. 
With rising property prices and rents, arranging suitable accommodation for whole 
families can add extra costs, but this might be addressed by collaborating with local 
governments or communities.
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Appendix 1. Existing IMO scales

Author/s Sector/s Scales development

I. N. Lings (2004) Service industry Mirroring the existing model of MO, the initial conceptualization of IMO 
was proposed to emphasize the internal focus of service firms on 
employees. IMO is a prerequisite of good employee and customer 
relationships and is composited into three behavioral dimensions, 
namely internal market research, communication, and response.

I. N. Lings and 
Greenley (2005)

Retailer service 
industry

The initial study validated IMO as a managerial behavior consisting of five 
dimensions – Formal information generation, informal information 
generation, information dissemination, and responsiveness.

Gounaris (2006) Hotels in Greece This study assesses I. N. Lings (2004)’s IMO construct and readjusts and 
composites IMO into multifaceted constructs including internal market 
intelligence generation, internal intelligence dissemination, and 
response to intelligence through applying marketing framework – STP. 
Internal market segmentation and targeting are embedded into the 
dimension of responsiveness.

Sahi et al. (2013) Banking context 
in India

This study modified the existing IMO measurement scales from I. N. Lings 
and Greenley (2005) into the context of the Indian banking industry. IMO 
is a second-order construct compositing into three subdimensions, 
namely information generation, information dissemination, and 
responsiveness.

Gyepi-Garbrah and 
Asamoah (2015)

N/A This study proposes a new perspective for developing IMO based on 
institutional theory, assessing existing IMO measurement scales from 
I. N. Lings and Greenley (2005).

Yu et al. (2017) Chinese context This study adapted existing IMO measurement scales into the context of 
Chinese small and medium-sized enterprises – information generation, 
information dissemination, and responsiveness.

Ruizalba et al. (2014) Hotel sector in 
Spain

Adapted existing IMO from both I. N. Lings and Greenley (2005) and 
Gounaris (2008), this study composites IMO as three dimensions – 
information generation, information communication, and 
responsiveness.

Tortosa-Edo et al. 
(2015)

Hospitality 
sector in 
Spain

Following Gounaris (2006, 2008) and I. N. Lings (2004), IMO is adapted to 
the context of hospitality in Spain.

Boukis (2019) N/A This study revisited the IMO construct and conceptualizes IMO from a value 
creation perspective. It provides a new scope of IMO measurement – 
value-enhancing activities, value-generating activities, and value- 
identifying activities.
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