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Abstract

Flexible work arrangements have the potential to enhance work–life balance and contribute
to more sustainable work environments. However, they may also increase fatigue and lead
to greater work–life conflict (WLC). This study offers a novel contribution by examining the
relationship between flexible work arrangements—focusing in particular on the cognitive
demands of flexible work (CDFW), which encompass the task structuring, scheduling
of working times, planning of working place, and coordination with others—and WLC.
Specifically, the study investigates the mediating role of workload in this relationship.
Furthermore, it also explores whether perceived organizational support (POS) moderates
the indirect relationships between CDFW and WLC, within the framework of the Job
Demands-Resources (JD-R) model. Data were collected from a sample of 419 employees in
the Italian public sector. The study also controls for potential confounding variables, such
as age, gender, duration of employment in public administration, and weekly working
hours, to account for their influence on work–life balance and workload. The results
highlight a significant positive relationship between planning of the working place and
WLC. Additionally, workload plays a mediating role between CDFW subdimensions
and WLC. However, POS does not moderate the mediated relationship between CDFW
and WLC.

Keywords: work–life balance; work–life conflict; challenging demands; flexible work;
organizational support

1. Introduction
Over the past five years, remote and hybrid work arrangements have expanded signif-

icantly, driven primarily by the COVID−19 pandemic and technological advancements [1].
These models provide employees with greater autonomy, enabling them to choose where,
when, and how they work [2,3]. In Italy, too, the pandemic accelerated the adoption of flex-
ible working arrangements, aimed at ensure the continuity of administrative and economic
activities and the safeguarding of public health [4–6].

However, this expansion occurred without adequate support or adaptation to the
specific needs of the public sector. Most public administrations lacked formal smart
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working policies and were not prepared for a widespread transition to flexible work [7].
To address these situations, a series of regulatory measures have been introduced since
2021 (D.L. 30/2021; 51/2021; D.L. 52/2021; D.L. 1/2022; D. 132/2022), aimed at supporting
flexible work models as an alternative to traditional face-to-face arrangements.

Flexible work aligns with the European Community’s sustainability goals, such as
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, traffic congestion, and energy consumption through
the optimized use of workspace [8]. By limiting daily commuting, these arrangements
lower the environmental impact. Additionally, minimized physical presence in the office
decreases the use of utilities such as heating, cooling, and lighting, enhancing energy
efficiency. Beyond environmental benefits, flexible work arrangements are associated
with improved work–life balance [9], increased job satisfaction [10,11], and higher overall
productivity [12].

Work–life balance refers to the ability to manage family and work responsibilities, and
personal time through mechanisms like flexi-time [13]. Employees with greater control
over their work experience improved motivation, satisfaction, and performance [14] and
reduced work–life conflict [15]. However, this flexibility can also introduce new challenges.
It can increase employees’ responsibility for self-managing tasks and schedules, which may
lead to elevated workload and stress [16].

Other issues include difficulty maintaining boundaries between work and personal
life, constant connectivity, and paradoxically, reduced well-being [17,18]. Recent research
has highlighted the positive effects of cognitive demands of flexible work (CDFW) on
well-being [19], while others point to its dual effect [20,21].

For instance, Scholze and Hecker [22] interpreted this twofold effect through the
lens of the Job Demands-Resources [23] model, which is considered a relevant framework
for exploring the bright and dark aspects of digitalization in the workplace. This model
posits that job characteristics—namely, demands and resources—jointly influence employee
outcomes. Within this framework, flexible work arrangements may function either as re-
sources or demands. CDFW, while potentially fatiguing, can act as challenging demands
that foster employees’ cognitive flexibility and motivation [21,24]. For instance, cognitive
flexibility can enhance competencies such as problem solving [25], thereby helping em-
ployees to adapt to work environments and boosting work engagement and work–life
balance. Conversely, excessive cognitive demands may diminish distinctions between work
and personal life, increase workload and work–life conflict [26–28], and deplete personal
resources needed for achieving goals [29]. In buffering these negative outcomes, perceived
organizational support (POS) is identified as a relevant protective factor. This not only
helps reduce WLC [30,31], but also helps researchers gain a deeper understanding of the
differential effects of CDFW subdimensions.

To clarify these mixed findings, this study builds on the JD-R model [22] to examine
the interplay between CDFW and its subdimensions (structuring of work tasks, planning
of working times, planning of working place, and coordinating with others), organiza-
tional support, work–life balance, and workload. In particular, the present study aims to
investigate how specific subdimensions of CDFW contribute to increased workload, which
may, in turn, positively affect work–life conflict, considering workload as a mediator and
perceived organizational support as a moderator. Confounding variables such as gender,
age, tenure in public administration, and working hours are also considered.

Understanding this complexity and deepening research in this underexplored field
can offer practical guidance to organizations in developing family-friendly flexible work
policies and providing the necessary support for employees to manage these arrangements
effectively [32].
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The following sections elaborate on the JD-R model, define the key constructs, outline
the methodology, and discuss the findings in detail. The theoretical model, illustrated in
Figure 1, is tested using data collected from a sample of 419 Italian public sector employees
working under flexible conditions.

Figure 1. The proposed theoretical model.

2. Literature Background, Conceptual Framework, and Hypotheses
2.1. Cognitive Demands of Flexible Work: Dual Role as Job Resource (Challenge Demand) or a
Job Demand?

Flexible work arrangements include hybrid models that alternate between remote
and in-person work, as well as activity-based workplaces that allow employees to choose
their working environment based on the task at hand [33–35]. This deregulation enhances
autonomy and discretion [1], offering several advantages, such as improved work–life
balance [18], increased performance (facilitated by the ability to organize activities and
customize the workplace) [36], innovation [37], and reduced absenteeism [3].

However, flexible work simultaneously imposes additional responsibilities requiring
increased adaptability and cognitive flexibility. It may increase mental effort due to height-
ened surveillance [38], exacerbate work–life conflict [26], and reduce productivity when
planning is inadequate or when managerial skills and support are weak [39]. It also impairs
communication and coordination with the organization and work teams [40].

Additionally, such practices can lead to employee isolation, diminishing opportunities
for social support and, consequently, reducing engagement and organizational commit-
ment [41]. Notably, empirical evidence highlights mixed findings on the relationship
between flexible work arrangements and job satisfaction [42] and between flexible work
and work–life outcomes [43]. While some studies have highlighted its positive effects on
job satisfaction, other studies have reported lower job satisfaction, primarily due to the lack
of social interaction [44]. Similarly, while flexible work can facilitate work–life balance and
reduce exhaustion [43] by fostering the perception that family and work are compatible,
the interference between life and work can lead to psychological conflict [45,46].

To address these challenges, scholars have introduced the construct of cognitive de-
mands of flexible work (CDFW) [47], which encompasses four dimensions: structuring of
work tasks, planning of working times, planning of working places, and coordination with
others. Although these subdimensions may function as job stressors, existing research indi-
cates that they can also be framed as challenge demands—a form of job demands—which,
despite their demanding nature, may contribute to employees’ perceived autonomy, compe-
tence development, and learning [20,47,48]. When framed this way, CDFW may positively
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affect well-being and job satisfaction [49], reduce stress [50], and improve work engage-
ment [51] while reducing job rumination [52].

Interestingly, Prem et al. [47] also found that CDFW did not significantly influence
emotional exhaustion, suggesting the need for further insight into their role. Barbieri
et al. [20] showed the dual role of CDFW in home-based work. Task and time planning
were positively related to job satisfaction and performance, while planning the workplace
and coordinating with others were associated with negative outcomes. These effects were
moderated by levels of cognitive demands, as constant connectivity can increase workload,
fostering rumination beyond working hours and limiting recovery [53].

2.2. Job Demand-Resource (JD-R) Model

The JD-R model [22] offers a robust theoretical framework for examining how flexible
work arrangements—and specifically the cognitive demands—can function as either job
resources (herein referred to as challenging demands) or job demands. It differentiates job
characteristics through two key dimensions: job resources and demands. Job resources refer
to the physical, psychological, social, or organizational factors that facilitate motivation
and enhance work performance.

Studies have highlighted that job resources are associated with employee engagement,
enhancing personal growth and professional development [54,55], and mitigating the
effects of job demands [56]. Job demands encompass the physical, psychological, social,
and organizational aspects of a job that require effort and may negatively affect well-being
and productivity, hindering individual goals.

The model also incorporates personal resources and demands [57]. Personal resources
encompass positive self-evaluation and adaptability capacities—such as self-efficacy, re-
silience, autonomy, and optimism–which enable employees to manage their environment
and mitigate the effect of job demands more effectively. They contribute to increasing
engagement and well-being, and achieve their goals through a motivational process trig-
gered by the fulfillment of competence, belongingness, and autonomy. In contrast, personal
demands refer to the lack of psychological, physical, and social resources that hinder indi-
viduals from achieving goals. Within this framework, cognitive flexibility is a key personal
resource that activates a motivational mechanism [58], allowing employees to adapt to their
work environment, learn new strategies and competencies, and fulfill their psychological
needs [59]. It supports sustainable work by helping individuals manage family responsibil-
ities [60] structure work schedules, optimize their workspace, and coordinate effectively
with colleagues.

However, under certain conditions, flexible work can still increase mental workload
and lead to additional demands of workspace organization [61]. In such a context, CDFW
may act as hindrance demands, triggering negative emotions and workload.

2.3. Aim of the Study and Hypothesis Development

The existing literature has yet to clarify the relationship between CDFW and its rela-
tionship with work-related outcomes. Particularly, the relationship between CDFW and
WLC remains underexplored. Moreover, previous studies have not adequately addressed
whether CDFW functions as a job demand (increasing strain) or a job resource (or challeng-
ing demands) enhancing flexibility. This study aims to fill these gaps by investigating the
relationship between CDFW and its subdimensions in relation to both WLC and workload.

Accordingly, the study seeks to address the following open research question:

(1) Are the cognitive demands of flexible work (i.e., structuring of work tasks, planning
of working times, planning of working places, coordinating with others) positively or
negatively related to WLC?
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(2) Are these same cognitive demands of flexible work positively or negatively related
to workload?

Additionally, based on a review of the literature, we identify workload as a potential
mediator between CDFW and the work–life conflict relationship. Furthermore, POS has
been considered as a relevant protective factor that may enhance our understanding of the
dual role of CDFW. The role of these two dimensions is described in detail in the following
two sections.

2.4. The Mediating Relationship of Mental Workload Between Cognitive Demands of Flexible Work
and Work–Life Conflict (WLC)

Building on prior research, work–life conflict (WLC) and work–life balance (WLB) are
influenced by both job demands and job resources, with WLB found to positively affect
various workplace outcomes. For instance, WLB has been related to reduced work–life
conflict and lower turnover intentions [62], as well as increased job satisfaction and per-
formance [63,64]. In a systematic literature review, Shirmohammadi et al. [65] identified
both job resources and demands as antecedents of WLB. Among job demands, they found
factors such as high work intensity (e.g., mental workload), limited physical space, technos-
tress, professional isolation, and coordination difficulties with colleagues. In contrast, job
resources included factors such as job autonomy (e.g., scheduling flexibility), organizational
and family support, and personal adaptability. In particular, workload has been associated
with negative outcomes such as increased stress, emotional exhaustion [66], and diminished
well-being [53].

According to the JD-R model, job resources play a motivational role, fostering work
engagement and positive outcomes—such as WLB—by providing employees with addi-
tional resources such as coping strategies. Conversely, excessive job demands—such as
workload—can negatively influence individual resources, impact well-being, decrease job
satisfaction, and enhance work–life conflict (WLC) [67,68].

Grounded in this theoretical framework, the present study proposes the following
hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). Workload mediates the relationship between cognitive demands of flexible work
(i.e., structuring of work tasks, planning of working times, planning of working places, coordinating
with others) and work–life conflict.

2.5. Perceived Organization Support as a Protective Factor in Flexible Work Settings in the
Mediated Relationship Between Cognitive Demands of Flexible Work and Work–Life Conflict

The evolving model of flexible work aims to align employees’ needs with organi-
zational goals; however, this alignment is only effective when flexible arrangements are
properly structured, regulated, and supported [69]. To be beneficial, flexibility must be
adapted to individuals’ needs and family conditions [70,71]. Therefore, organizational
interventions play an essential role in transforming flexibility into sustainable practice.
From this point of view, organizations should offer additional resources that enable em-
ployees to manage the challenge posed by flexible work arrangements [72,73]. Perceived
organizational support (POS) refers to employees’ perception that their organization values
their needs and well-being. A recent literature review [74] found that POS positively
influences employees’ attitudes, behaviors, and performance [75], and job satisfaction [76].
Furthermore, POS has been considered as a protective factor that buffers the negative
impacts of job demands [77,78]. Notably, recent research by Petitta and Ghezzi [38], high-
lights a curvilinear relationship between flexible work arrangements and social support.
Given these findings, the workload in the relationship between CDFW and WLC may be
moderated by different levels of POS. The literature consistently shows that employees who
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perceive high levels of POS report greater well-being, enhanced work–life balance [79], and
reduced work-to-family conflict [30]. POS has been positively linked to well-being and job
satisfaction [80], has demonstrated a positive influence on WLB [81], and is associated with
lower levels of distress [82,83]. As an organizational resource, POS provides employees
with the instrumental support and additional resources needed to manage work-family
conflict [31]. Within the JD-R model, POS can strengthen the positive effects of challenge
demands—such as CDF-by helping employees gain resources and promoting adaptive
coping strategies. Conversely, high POS may also reduce the negative effects of workload
and weaken the positive relationship between CDFW (when viewed as a personal demand)
and WLC.

Hypothesis 2 (H2). Perceived organizational support moderates the mediated relationship between
cognitive demands of flexible work (and its subdimensions) and employees’ work–life conflict
through workload.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data Collection and Participants

This study received ethical approval from the Institutional Ethics Committee (approval
number 007669, dated 3 December 2024). A convenience sampling method was employed,
involving only employees who worked in a flexible work arrangement. Specifically, in the
Italian public sector, employees are permitted to work partially under flexible conditions,
in accordance with the Ministerial Decree of 8 October 2021. Participants were invited
to complete an anonymous online questionnaire, which included measures of the study
constructs, socio-demographic and work-related information. Participation was voluntary;
employees were informed about the main aim of the study and provided informed consent
before participation. Data were collected in 2023. The sample was composed of 419 Italian
public employees of whom 248 were men (59.2%) and 171 were women (40.8%). The partic-
ipants had a mean age of 47.62 years (SD = 9.70). On average, they reported 17.78 years
(SD = 9.40) of experience in public administration and a mean weekly working time of
35.08 h (SD = 8.17).

3.2. Measures

All the measures used in this study have been previously validated in research con-
ducted in Italy. Participants responded to items using a 5-point Likert scale.

CDFW was evaluated using a 16-item scale [47], which encompasses four dimensions:
structuring of work tasks; planning of working times; planning of working places; and
coordinating with others. Example items for each dimension include: “My job requires
me to monitor the progress of my work on my own”, for the structuring of work tasks;
“Due to the flexible schedule, I have to make sure to plan time for breaks”, for planning
of working times; “At work, I have to plan where to work on certain tasks, because I can
execute some tasks better in certain places”, for planning of working places; “My job often
requires me to come to an agreement with other people regarding a common approach” for
coordinating with others. Participants indicated their agreement with each item on a scale
from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree).

Work–life conflict was assessed using two items from Di Tecco et al. [84]: “The de-
mands of my work interfere with my home and family life”, and “The demands of my
family or partner interfere with my work”. Responses were given on a 5-point scale ranging
from Never (=1) to Always (=5).
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Workload was assessed using four items from the cognitive subscale of the Job Content
Questionnaire [85]. Example items were: “I have too much work to do”, and “My job
requires me to work harder than usual to meet a deadline”. Participants rated the frequency
of each item from Never (=1) to Very often (=5).

Perceived organizational support was evaluated through the Survey of Perceived
Organizational Support [86]. The scale comprised eight items. Respondents rated their
agreement with each statement on a five-point scale ranging from not at all (=1) to com-
pletely (=5).

3.3. Control Variables

Age, gender, duration of employment in PA, and weekly working hours were included
in the model as control variables to account for their potential effect on workload and work–
life conflict. Categorical coding was applied as follows: gender (1 = male, 2 = female,
3 = other); age (1 = 18–34 years, 2 = 35–54 years, 3 = 55 years and older); weekly working
hours (1 = 3–18 h, 2 = 19–34 h, 3 = more than 35 h); and the duration of employment
(1 = 0–14 years; 2 = 15–29 years; 3 = 30 years or more). All the participants had at least one
dependent child.

3.4. Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS 25 and AMOS 23.0. To test the hypothesized rela-
tionships, including mediation (H1) and moderated mediation (H2), we employed the
percentile bias-corrected bootstrap method with 5000 resamples and 95% confidence inter-
vals. The mediation analysis tested whether workload mediated the relationship between
CDFW and WLC. The moderated mediation analysis examined whether POS moderated
the indirect effect of CDFW on WLC via workload.

Preliminarily analyses were conducted to assess data distribution, detect missing
values, identify potential imputation errors, and examine the presence of outliers. Subse-
quently, the measurement model was evaluated through Confirmatory Factor Analysis
(CFA) to assess the validity and reliability of the latent constructs.

4. Results
4.1. Measurement Model Evaluation and Statistical Assumptions

Factor loadings ranged from 0.603 to 0.858, above the recommended threshold of
0.50. Model fit indices indicated an adequate fit to the model: (χ2 = 596.920, df = 231,
p = 0.000, χ2/df = 2.467; CFI = 0.940; TLI = 0.929; RMSEA = 0.059; SRMR = 0.066). Internal
consistency was supported, with composite reliability (CR) values ranging from 0.691 to
0.910, and Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients ranging from 0.681 to 0.927. Convergent validity
was confirmed, as all the average variance extracted (AVE) values were above the acceptable
threshold of 0.50. No issues of multicollinearity were detected, with all Variance Inflation
Factor (VIF) values below the standard cutoff of 2. Detailed results for CR, AVE, and VIF are
reported in Table 1. Multivariate outliers were identified using the Mahalanobis distance.
One potential multivariate outlier was identified, with a Mahalanobis distance of 30.01,
exceeding the critical chi-square value of 24.32 (for six variables at p < 0.001). However, the
change in standardized DFFIT remained below the absolute threshold of 0.146 (calculated
as 3 divided by the square root of the sample size), indicating that the outlier did not
significantly influence the overall results. No concerns regarding multivariate normality
were observed, as the average Mahalanobis distance squared was 56.00, which falls below
Mardia’s index cutoff of 98. Discriminant validity was assessed using the Fornell–Larcker
criterion, which confirmed that the square root of the AVE for each construct was greater
than its correlations with other constructs (see Table 2). To assess the common method



Sustainability 2025, 17, 7067 8 of 19

bias (CMB), Harman’s single-factor test was conducted. The exploratory factor analysis
showed that no single factor accounted for a dominant proportion of variance, with the
first factor explaining only 28.55% of the total variance, suggesting that CMB was not a
serious concern. Based on the validated measurement model, observed variables for each
corresponding latent factor were aggregated into composite scores. These scores were
then used for structural model testing, computing descriptive statistics (means, standard
deviation), and correlations.

Table 1. Average Extracted Variance (AVE), Composite Reliability (CR), and Cronbach’s Alpha for
the Study Constructs.

AVE CR ALPHA

1 Structuring of work tasks 0.627 0.834 0.927
2 Planning of working time 0.689 0.869 0.968
3 Planning of working place 0.733 0.891 0.891
4 Coordinating with others 0.609 0.822 0.810
5 Workload 0.639 0.876 0.875
6 Perceived organizational support 0.630 0.910 0.909
7 Work–life balance interference 0.530 0.691 0.681

Table 2. Assessments of Discriminant Validity: Correlations Between Constructs and Square Root of
AVE (Bolded on the Diagonal).

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Structuring of work tasks 0.792
2. Planning of working time 0.359 0.830
3. Planning of working place 0.336 0.640 0.856
4. Coordinating with others 0.575 0.307 0.403 0.905

5. Workload 0.278 −0.024 0.194 0.269 0.799
6. Perceived Organizational

Support 0.205 0.290 0.182 0.119 −0.007 0.793

7. Work–life balance 0.272 0.362 0.563 0.297 0.188 0.058 0.728

4.2. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlation

As reported in Table 3, the results showed significant positive correlations between
each subdimension of cognitive demands of flexible work, work–life conflict, and workload.
Among the socio-demographic and work-related variables, weekly working hours were
positively correlated with the structuring of work tasks and negatively correlated with
the planning of working times. Additionally, age was negatively correlated with both the
planning of workplace and work–life conflict.

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations Among Study Variables (N = 484).

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. Age 47.6 7.86 1
2. Gender 1.41 0.49 −0.080 1

3. Duration of
employment in PA 17.7 9.40 0.651 ** −0.150 ** 1

4. Working hours 35.0 8.17 0.050 −0.171 ** 0.169 ** 1
5. Structuring of WTs 3.49 0.89 0.044 0.014 0.010 0.101 * 1

6. Planning of WTs 2.81 1.17 −0.088 −0.042 −0.045 0.081 0.315 ** 1
7. Planning of WPs 2.81 1.17 −0.190 ** 0.091 −0.144 ** 0.060 0.302 ** 0.561 ** 1

8. Coordinating with
others 3.44 0.91 −0.093 0.030 −0.069 0.175 ** 0.494 ** 0.309 ** 0.394 ** 1

9. Workload 2.35 0.76 −0.040 0.113 * −0.050 0.148 ** 0.257 ** 0.136 ** 0.337 ** 0.286 ** 1
10. Perceived

Organizational
Support

3.08 0.92 −0.033 0.056 −0.054 −0.032 0.202 ** 0.252 ** 0.167 ** 0.129 ** 0.025 1

11. Work–life conflict 4.54 0.87 −0.183 ** 0.049 −0.181 ** 0.109 * 0.206 ** 0.274 ** 0.438 ** 0.249 ** 0.360 ** 0.046 1

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01.
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4.3. Open Research Questions and Hypothesis Testing

To address the open research questions and test the proposed hypotheses, the study
assessed three path models using bootstrapping with 5000 resamples. The first model
examined the direct relationship between CDFW and WLC, the second model tested
whether workload mediated the relationship between the subdimensions of CDFW and
WLC. The third model tested whether POS moderated the indirect relationship between
CDFW and WLC. All models included control variables.

4.3.1. Direct Effects

The results revealed that the planning of working place dimension of CDFW had a
significant positive relationship with WLC (β = 0.358; CI = 0.245 to 0.471). In contrast,
structuring of work tasks (β = 0.064; CI = −0.044 to 0.162), planning of working time
(β = 0.025; CI = −0.086 to 0.135), and coordinating with others (β = 0.040; CI = −0.060 to
0.136) did not show significant effects on work–life conflict. These findings indicate that
higher levels of cognitive demands related to planning of working place are related with
greater interference between work and personal life. Regarding workload, planning of
working time was negatively related (β = −0.114; CI = 0.168 to 0.420), while planning of
working place was positively related (β = 0.302; CI = 0.176 to 0.420) as well as structuring of
work tasks (β = 0.130; CI = 0.026 to 0.235). This indicates that greater effort in planning the
working place is related with higher workload, whereas increased planning of working time
is related with lower workload. Neither the structuring of work tasks planning of working
time (β = −0.114; CI = −0.228 to 0.003) nor coordinating with others (β = 0.114; CI = −0.006
to 0.225) showed significant relationship with workload. Similarly, age, gender, and
duration of employment in PA were not significantly related to WLC (p > 0.05). However,
weekly working hours had a significant positive influence on WLC (β = 0.095; CI = 0.004 to
0.184), indicating that increased working hours are linked to greater interference between
work and personal life. Furthermore, gender (β = 0.095; CI = 0.008 to 0.186) and weekly
working hours (β = 0.127; CI = 0.031 to 0.227) were significantly and positively related to
workload. Specifically, female employees and those working longer hours reported higher
levels of workload. Conversely, age and duration of employment in public administration
were not significantly related to workload (p > 0.05). The model explained the 22.6% of the
variance in work–life conflict (R-square = 0.226) and 18.2% of the variance in workload.

To summarize, these results answer our two main open research questions concerning
the direct effects of CDFW on WLC and workload. The analyses show that planning
the working place uniquely increases both work–life conflict and workload, while the
structuring of work tasks increases workload without affecting work–life conflict. Other
cognitive demands and demographic factors were largely unrelated, with the exception for
weekly working hours, which were related to higher levels of workload and conflict, and
gender, which was related to workload. The details of the results are reported in Table 4.

Table 4. Direct Effects of Socio-Demographic Variables and Work Variables and the Cognitive
Demands of Flexible Work subdimensions (Structuring of WTs, Planning of WTs, Planning of WPs,
Coordinating with Others) on work–life conflict (WLC) and Workload (N = 419).

WLC Workload

Model 1 β Critical Ratio p β Critical Ratio p

Age −0.042 −0.733 0.463 0.037 0.627 0.531
Gender 0.011 0.249 0.803 0.095 2.078 0.038

Duration of employment in PA −0.113 −1.953 0.062 −0.037 −0.616 0.538
Working Hours 0.095 2.114 0.040 0.127 2.731 0.006
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Table 4. Cont.

WLC Workload

Model 1 β Critical Ratio p β Critical Ratio p

Structuring of WTs 0.064 1.257 0.232 0.130 2.491 0.014
Planning of WTs 0.025 0.460 0.683 −0.114 −2.082 0.058
Planning of WPs 0.358 6.465 <0.001 0.302 5.311 <0.001

Coordinating with others 0.040 0.752 0.454 0.114 2.101 0.065
R2 0.226 0.182

4.3.2. Mediating Effects

The results revealed that the indirect effects of CDFW on WLC via workload were
significant; specifically, structuring of work tasks (β = 0.030; CI = 0.077 to 0.061), plan-
ning of working time (β = −0.0026; CI = −0.064 to −0.001), planning of working place
(emphβ = 0.069; CI = 0.033 to 0.117), and coordinating with others (β = 0.0026; CI = 0.000 to
0.059). Notably, the indirect effect of planning of working time on WLC through workload
was negative, and it was significantly negatively related to workload (β = −0.123; p = 0.027).
The R2 value for workload was 0.182, and for WLC, 0.268. The total effect was significant
only for the planning of the working place (β = 0.358; CI = 0.242 to 0.470). These results
indicated that the relationship between the planning of the working place and WLC is
partially mediated by workload. In contrast, the relationships of the other subdimension
of CDFW on WLC were fully mediated by workload. Detailed results are presented in
Table 5. Regarding socio-demographic and work-related variables, none were significantly
related to WLC (p > 0.05); however, female employees reported higher levels of workload
(β = 0.109; CI = 0.022 to 0.199). The mediating effect was further examined using a multi-
group analysis based on age and job grade. Specifically, we compared individuals below
and above the average age and managers versus employees. The comparison between the
unconstrained model and the model with constrained structural weights did not reveal
significant differences for ages (df = 17; χ2 = 10.570; p = 0.878) or for job grade (df = 17;
χ2 = 21.251; p = 0.215).

Table 5. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations Among Study Variables Direct, Indirect,
and Total Effect Effects of Cognitive Demands of Flexible Work (structuring of work (SW), planning
of working time (PT), planning of working place (PP), and coordinating with others (CO) on work–
life conflict (WLC) via Workload (WO), and total effects (N = 419). Note: BC = Bias Corrected;
CI = Confidence Interval; LLCI = Lower Limit CI; ULCI = Upper Limit CI.

Model Direct E.
Estimate Direct Effect Indirect E.

Estimate

Indirect E.
95% BC Boostrap CI

(5000 Samples)

Total E.
Estimate Total Effect

LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI LLCI ULCI
SW → WO → WLC 0.034 −0.072 0.128 0.030 0.007 0.061 0.064 −0.042 0.159
PT → WO → WLC 0.050 −0.065 0.158 −0.026 −0.064 −0.001 0.025 −0.090 0.139
PP → WO → WLC 0.290 0.176 0.402 0.069 0.033 0.117 0.358 0.242 0.470
CO → WO → WLC −0.014 −0.080 0.790 0.026 0.000 0.059 0.040 −0.062 0.135

These findings highlight the central mediating role of workload in translating spe-
cific cognitive demands—especially those involving the structuring of working tasks, the
planning of working time, the planning of working place, and the coordination with
others—into work–life conflict. The impact of planning one’s work location on WLC ap-
pears to have both indirect and direct effects. These relationships did not vary across age or
grade. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 was supported.



Sustainability 2025, 17, 7067 11 of 19

4.3.3. Moderated Mediation Effects

The index of moderated mediation was non-significant for all conditional indirect
effects between CDFW and WLC through POS. This indicates that the magnitude of the
mediating effects of workload between CDFW and WLC did not significantly vary across
different levels of POS. Specifically, the beta coefficients for the conditional indirect effects
of each CDFW subdimension on WLC through POS were as follows: structuring of working
tasks (β = −0.014; p = 0.222), planning of working time (β = −0.023; p = 0.052), planning of
working place (β = 0.02; p = 0.867), and coordinating with others (β = −0.014; p = 0.200).

Given the non-significant conditional indirect effects, a simple moderation analysis
was conducted to further explore the relationship between CDFW subdimensions, POS,
and workload. The results revealed that POS significantly moderated only the relationship
between planning of working time and workload (β = −0.102; p = 0.024). Specifically, at
higher levels of POS, the negative relationship between planning of working time and
workload was significant (β = −0.191; p = 0.004), and at lower levels of POS, this negative
relationship was not significant (β = −0.019; p = 0.778). Figure 2 illustrates the results.

Figure 2. Interaction Between Planning of Working Times (WTs) and Perceived Organizational
Support (POS) as it Relates to Workload Explanation.

In summary, this analysis suggests that POS functions as a protective factor only when
employees face cognitive demands related to working time planning. Under conditions
of low organizational support, these demands increase perceived workload, while when
support is high, the same demands appear less burdensome. Therefore, Hypothesis H2
was not supported.

5. Discussion
5.1. Theoretical Contribution and Conclusions

The aim of this study was to explore the relationship between the cognitive demands
of flexible work (CDFW) and its subdimensions (structuring of work tasks, planning of
working time, planning of working place, coordinating with others) and work–life conflict
(WLC), with a focus on the mediating role of workload. While the overall model revealed
significant relationships, these findings must be interpreted with caution due to the cross-
sectional design, which limits any claims about directionality or causality. Despite this
limitation, the analysis offers several important insights. More specifically, in line with
this aim and the exploratory research questions, the findings showed a significant positive
relationship between planning of the working place and WLC, a pattern not observed
with the other subdimensions of cognitive demands of flexible work (i.e., structuring of



Sustainability 2025, 17, 7067 12 of 19

work tasks, coordinating with others). This result partially aligns with previous studies
that have shown the detrimental effects of cognitive demands on fatigue [21], work–life
conflict [26,27], reduced well-being [17,18], and increased stress and workload [16]. How-
ever, these findings do not fully support the conceptualization of CDFW as potentially
challenging demands, despite having been associated with positive outcomes [20,21,47].
Interestingly, three of the four subdimensions of CDFW are not statistically related to
WLC. Several factors might explain why CDFW did not function as a set of challenging
demands in this study. The literature highlights that flexible work arrangements increase
employees’ responsibility for managing their time and tasks. This includes challenges in
maintaining boundaries between work and personal life, a sense of constant connectivity,
and in some cases, paradoxical well-being [17,18]. The cognitive demands associated
with flexible work may blur the distinction between professional and personal life, which
can worsen work–life conflict [26–28] and deplete personal resources required for goal
achievement [29]. High cognitive demands, particularly those related to coordinating
with others, planning the working place, and longer working hours [20], can also nega-
tively influence job satisfaction, which may further influence WLC [53]. Flexible work
arrangements inherently involve a paradox between differentiation and integration [87].
Differentiation refers to the specialization of subunits and teams (e.g., different aims and
roles), enabling for greater environmental adaptation, autonomy, and flexibility. Conversely,
integration involves aligning the differentiated subunit and teams (e.g., aims and roles)
through shared standards, communication protocols, and collaborative norms, which help
maintain coordination. CDFW supports individuals by enabling the integration of work
and family roles and goals. This can support employees’ work–life balance, allowing
them to tailor their work schedules and environment. However, it may also limit role
differentiation. This limited differentiation can result in blurred role boundaries, Addi-
tionally, at the team level, CDFW can maintain structural differentiation based on where
work is performed, which may hinder integration across roles. This can lead to increased
coordination and communication challenges, placing a greater burden on individuals to
self-manage the boundaries between their work and personal life. When employees work
at different locations, it becomes more difficult to synchronize efforts and share respon-
sibilities effectively [88]. Another factor may involve the discrepancy between perceived
and actual working hours in flexible arrangements. In this study, the declared number of
working hours was correlated with WLC, suggesting that the extended hours may play
a role in driving conflict. Importantly, the findings reinforce the value of considering
mediating mechanisms, specifically workload, in understanding the relationship between
CDFW and WLC. Structuring of working tasks and coordinating with others were both
indirectly and positively related to WLC via workload, whereas planning of working time
showed a negative relationship, indicating a full mediation effect. In contrast, planning
of working place showed both a direct positive association with WLC and an indirect
negative relationship via workload, suggesting a partial mediation. These findings offer
partial support for Hypothesis 1 (H1) and are consistent with the Job Demand-Resources
model [23], which posits that job demands negatively affect work-related outcomes and
can reinforce one another. Within the context of flexible work, cognitive demands such
as managing one’s schedule, organizing tasks, selecting an appropriate workplace, and
coordinating with colleagues often require additional effort and time. This may result
in an increased workload, higher level of work–life interference [26], and psychological
conflict [46]. Notably, among all CDFW subdimensions, planning the working place did not
contribute to increased workload. Instead, it directly interfered with personal life, possibly
due to the mental and contextual demands of constantly changing work environments or
negotiating workspace suitability and time. This continual negotiation of where and how
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to work can, thus, blur role boundaries and increase role conflict, directly undermining
work–life balance even in the absence of increased workload. However, the analysis did
not support Hypothesis 2 (H2). The proposed moderated mediation role of POS in the rela-
tionship between the cognitive demands of flexible work and workload was not confirmed.
This unexpected result diverges from prior research suggesting that POS can buffer the
negative effect of job demands [74] and from studies reporting a curvilinear relationship
between flexible work arrangements and social support [38], or between POS and reduced
WLC [15,30,31]. An explanation for this discrepancy lies in the limited variability of POS
values within the sample (M = 3.08; SD = 0.92), which may have reduced the statistical
power to detect moderated mediation effects. However, beyond statistical considerations,
it is also plausible that the buffering role of POS is not uniformly applicable across all types
of cognitive demands related to flexible work, because these demands may be influenced
by contextual and personal factors. Indeed, the study did identify a moderating effect of
POS on the relationship between planning of working time and workload, suggesting that
POS may still play a targeted buffering role under specific work conditions and flexible
work configurations. As a pilot and exploratory investigation, this study contributes to the
growing literature by providing a more differentiated view of the interplay between CDFW,
workload, and WLC. It extends current knowledge by highlighting workload as a mediating
mechanism and POS as a moderator under specific conditions, while underscoring the rela-
tive importance of organizational support compared to workspace configuration and time
management flexibility in shaping employees’ experience in flexible work environments.

5.2. Practical and Social Implications

An improved understanding of the advantages and drawbacks of flexible work ar-
rangements can also offer both practical and social implications. Organizations should be
aware that granting flexibility alone does not necessarily reduce work–life conflict; rather,
if not properly supported, it may increase employees’ mental workload and strain. In-
deed, granting employees greater autonomy in flexible work arrangements may come
with increased responsibility and specific cognitive challenges. In the absence of di-
rect supervision, employees are expected to independently plan, prioritize, and manage
their tasks. This requires proficiency in goal setting, progress monitoring, and strategic
adaptation—competencies that may also elevate workload and psychological strain. To
address these challenges, organizations should implement targeted programs, such as time
management training and digital planning tools, to help employees manage the demands
of flexible work effectively. Additionally, the cognitive demands of flexible working can
blur boundaries between professional and private life, increase the risk of overwork, cause
a continuous sense of being “on call”, and increase the psychological toll of autonomous
work management. Moreover, since POS was found to buffer the impact of planning
of working time on workload, investing in supportive practices can serve a protective
role. Indeed, to promote a healthier life balance, organizations can support employees in
managing the CDFW effectively. This includes helping them establish clear boundaries
between work and personal life—such as defined start and end times—and encouraging
the creation of dedicated physical workspaces. Organizations should also provide training
in time management, focus and attention techniques, and multitasking reduction strategies.
Furthermore, policies that ensure the right to disconnect, along with light but consistent
supervisory strategies, should be adopted. For flexible work to be truly effective, it is not
enough to provide autonomy alone: employees’ needs must be acknowledged, listened
to, and actively supported. Practical support also involves equipping employees with the
appropriate tools tailored to their specific needs and work environments, such as commu-
nication and collaboration tools for real-time interaction, task and project management
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tools, to support workload organization and deadlines management, and well-being tools,
to facilitate participation in wellness programs. It is essential to differentiate these tools
based on employees’ roles and preferences, ensuring that their voices are heard through
regular feedback mechanisms. To address these challenges, organizations need to imple-
ment effective integration mechanisms, such as shared digital tools, clear communication
practices, and cultural norms that foster collaboration. These strategies help maintain an
appropriate balance between integration and differentiation at both individual and team
levels [88]. Moreover, these strategies should be clearly communicated to both employees
and managers, and, when appropriate, to family members who may be affected by remote
work arrangements. Finally, organizations should be prepared to adapt their strategies to
specific work locations, recognizing that remote work can look very different in a home
office, a shared workspace, or a hybrid setup. Flexibility must be accompanied by structure,
the right tools, and an organizational culture rooted in trust and well-being. Only then
can flexibility translate into true work–life balance and sustainable productivity. Under-
standing the ambivalence of outcomes associated with flexible work demands is, therefore,
essential. Doing so provides valuable practical insights for organizations aiming to develop
family-friendly, supportive policies and equips them to help employees manage these
arrangements in a healthy way [32]. Society stands to benefit from the findings of this study,
as they offer insights into promoting a healthier balance between work and personal life.
By identifying the cognitive demands and potential stressors associated with flexible work
arrangements, this research can inform evidence-based policies aimed at reducing excessive
workload and mitigating WLC. More specifically, the results guide the development of
working time reduction strategies, such as shorter workweeks or task-based work models.
Additionally, the findings highlight the importance of providing adequate policies for the
structuring of working tasks and places.

5.3. Limitations and Future Research

Despite offering valuable insights, this study has several limitations that suggest con-
sideration for future research studies. First, the study has a cross-sectional design that limits
the possibility of inferring causal relationships among variables under study. Longitudinal
studies are recommended to understand how CDFW can change after the work context is
changed, and after having changed contextual variables in experimental studies. Second,
while the sample size was statistically adequate, the generalizability of the findings is con-
strained. Future studies should aim to replicate and extend these findings using larger and
more diverse samples, particularly across different public sector organizations, countries,
cultural contexts, and high-demand work environments. In the present study, the average
number of working hours in our sample is relatively low (M = 35) compared to other coun-
tries. This lower average workload may buffer the effect of CDFW on both workload and
WLC. However, there is a substantial variability in working hours, as indicated by a high
standard deviation (SD = 8.17), suggesting that the sample is diverse in terms of working
time. This diversity partially supports the generalizability of the findings. Nevertheless,
these results should be interpreted with caution and considered context-dependent. They
offer valuable insights for work contexts where shorter workweeks are the norm or where
there is growing policy interest in reducing working hours. To enhance generalizability,
further studies should include samples from high-demand work environments or contexts
with extended workweeks (e.g., 40 h or more) to further examine the applicability of these
results. Notably, the conclusions drawn in our study are primarily based on findings from
public administration settings and are, therefore, more directly relevant to government
employees. However, the insights may also be extended to other organizations that share
similar characteristics, such as hierarchical structures, a strong emphasis on accountability,
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or a service-oriented mission. That said, in order for the conclusions to be fully transferable
across different types of enterprises, additional contextual factors should be taken into
account. In particular, organizational culture plays a critical role in shaping how flexible
work policies are designed and implemented. Future research should incorporate organi-
zational culture into the statistical model to explore how variations in values, norms, and
behaviors influence the outcomes of flexible work arrangements. Additionally, it would be
valuable to consider individual differences (e.g., personality, different competencies, coping
strategies) that may be included in a complex model as moderators. Another promising
direction involves examining the specific characteristics of the work context to understand
for whom and under what conditions CDFW can be resources or demands. Finally, further
investigation is needed to understand the role of other forms of support, such as supervisor,
family, and friend support.
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