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Abstract

Purpose — There is international consensus that poor work-life balance (WLB) represents a significant health R;f:\':::dll‘;/?g:; %ggg
risk to many people who work in the construction industry. This study addresses the under-theorisation, 14 July 2025
methodological limitations, and lack of large-scale empirical research in this emerging field. The research aims Accepted 14 July 2025

to deepen understanding of WLB challenges faced by construction industry workers, with a focus on how they
manage the boundaries between work and non-work domains.

Design/methodology/approach — The study draws on Boundary Theory as a conceptual framework and employs
a mixed-methods design. It combines quantitative data from a large-scale survey (N = 1,475) and qualitative data
from interviews (N = 64) with professionals and tradespeople across the Australian construction industry.
Findings — The findings reveal that workers in the construction industry face substantial challenges in managing
the temporal, physical, and psychological boundaries between their work and non-work domains to achieve a
healthy WLB and that there is a considerable degree of inequity in the resources available to enable them to do
so. Young people working in junior on-site supervisory roles (especially on large commercial and infrastructure
projects) appear to suffer the greatest boundary management challenges. It is also found that the very strong,
impermeable and inflexible boundaries between work and non-work domains are nurtured and maintained by
institutionalized workplace norms, practices and cultures which undermine the intent of formal initiatives to
help people manage their temporal, physical and psychological boundaries to achieve a healthy WLB.
Originality/value — This study contributes to the limited empirical literature on work-life balance in the
construction industry by applying Boundary Theory to a large and diverse sample. It contributes new insights
into the institutional barriers to effective boundary management for workers across the construction industry and
provides practical recommendations to help them manage the temporal, physical and psychological boundaries
between their work and non-work domains more effectively to achieve a healthy and sustainable WLB.

Keywords Work-life balance, Construction industry, Boundaries, Health and wellbeing, WLB polices,
WLB initiatives
Paper type Research article

Introduction

Many researchers have shown that the work-life balance (WLB) of people working in the
construction industry is relatively poor compared to other sectors (Lingard and Francis, 2004;
Turner et al., 2009; Holden and Sunindijo, 2018; Kumar and Chaurvedi, 2018; Kotera et al.,
2019; Bowen and Zhang, 2020; Lingard and Turner, 2022; Tijani et al., 2023; Sarhan et al.,
2024). However, there is little consensus on a definition of WLB both within and outside the
construction industry (International Labour Organization, 2022; Sui et al., 2019). Many
current definitions were produced when workplace laws, regulations, technologies and
community expectations about WLB differed from what they are today (Standing Committee
on Economy and Gender and Economic Equality, 2021). Furthermore, researchers tend to use
terms such as WLB, “work-life conflict”, “work-family conflict” and “work-life alignment”
interchangeably (Gragnano et al., 2020). However, these terms have distinct meanings, and
research shows that work and life are not always in conflict, do not always have to be aligned to
be in balance and that family is only one of many non-work domains which people must
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SASBE consider in achieving a healthy WLB (Brough et al., 2020). To avoid confusion, this research
defines WLB as “The individual perception that work and non-work activities are compatible
and promote growth in accordance with an individual’s current life priorities” (Kalliath and
Brough, 2008, p. 324).

Numerous researchers within and outside the construction industry show that WLB is a
complex and multidimensional construct influenced by a dynamic array of organisational,
individual and societal factors. These include: access to flexible working opportunities;
organisational cultures which encourage presenteeism; family and other caring
responsibilities; community, religious and cultural commitments and expectations; personal
life events; financial circumstances and cost of living pressures to name just a few (Lingard
and Francis, 2009; Dinh et al., 2017; Kotera et al., 2019; Brauner et al., 2019; Lingard et al.,
2021; Sarhan et al., 2024; Firose et al., 2025). Research within and outside construction also
shows that WLB is a bi-directional concept in that work can affect life (work-to-life conflict),
and life can affect work (life-to-work conflict) (Carlson et al., 2000). While relatively few
construction studies have considered life-to-work conflict, it has generally been found to be
weak (Francis et al., 2006; Lingard and Francis, 2007; Lingard et al., 2010). The tendency in
construction WLB research has therefore been to place responsibility for poor WLB at the
employer’s door and under-emphasize employee responsibilities to achieve a healthy WLB
(Noon and Blyton, 2007; Kotera et al., 2019). The positive impacts of work have also been
largely ignored in the construction WLB literature (Lingard and Turner, 2023a, b). Yet
research shows that work has many “enrichment” effects, and that people willingly work long
hours for a whole host of positive reasons such as a sense of achievement, recognition,
comradery and financial remuneration. To add further to the complexity, Carlson et al. (2000)
describe WLB as an “orthogonal construct” where someone can simultaneously experience
both positive and negative effects, although most WLB studies typically report one or the
other. For example, a construction project manager may suffer high levels of stress and long
work hours but also experience high levels of financial security and personal growth.

Despite a growing body of WLB research in the field of construction, Tijani et al.’s (2020)
and Adah et al.’s (2025) recent systematic literature reviews conclude that it is under-
theorized, embryonic and lacking large-scale empirical studies which reflect the individual
and organisational diversity of the industry. Existing research has primarily focused on
individual or organisational-level factors and interventions, while neglecting the wider
structural and external environmental factors that shape workers’ ability to achieve WLB. For
example, while Tijani et al. (2023) reported the significant influence of external environmental
pressures such as economic, legal, and social policy contexts on workplace mental health in the
architecture, engineering, and construction (AEC) sector, their study did not specifically
examine the impact of these factors on work-life balance. Moreover, persistent social
inequities, particularly those experienced by underrepresented groups such as skilled female
migrants, remain inadequately addressed in current WLB literature, despite their proven
impact on wellbeing, inclusion, and career sustainability in construction (Alkilani and
Loosemore, 2024). Addressing these broader contextual variables is essential to developing
more inclusive, equitable, and effective WLB frameworks for the construction industry. The
aim of this paper is to help address these gaps in research by presenting a novel application of
Boundary Theory to explore the proposition that working in the construction industry does not
allow people to manage the boundaries between work and non-work domains which are
necessary to create a healthy WLB. The value of boundary theory is that it provides a well-
established and widely tested conceptual framework to help explain how people manage the
boundaries between work and personal life, leading to better understanding of WLB (Rincy
and Panchanatham, 2014). Such insights are currently missing from construction industry-
related WLB research, despite a number of researchers acknowledging the importance of
boundary spanning initiatives to improve WLB (see Sui et al., 2019). Importantly, boundary
theory also provides insights into how individuals navigate transitions between roles and how
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organisational practices such as those found in the construction industry and discussed in more Smart and

detail below can shape these boundaries. Sustainable Built
In exploring the above proposition, three core elements of Boundary Theory (temporal, Environment

physical and psychological boundaries) are mobilized to address the following research

questions, drawing on a large-scale survey (N = 1,475) and qualitative data from interviews

(N = 64) with professionals and tradespeople across the New South Wales (NSW) building

and construction (B&C) industry in Australia.

(1) What is the current work-life balance of people working in the NSW B&C industry
and how does this vary across the workforce?

(2) Does employment in the construction industry provide people with the resources
necessary to create and maintain the temporal, physical, and psychological boundaries
between work and non-work domains that support a healthy WLB?

(3) What types of strategies are perceived to be most effective by people working in the
NSW B&C industry in supporting the management of boundaries between work and
non-work domains to achieve a healthy WLB?

This paper proceeds with a discussion of boundary theory and its potential value in
conceptualising WLB in the construction industry. Next, the research method is outlined and
findings distilled and discussed to address the above research questions. Finally, the
theoretical, empirical and practical implications and contributions of this research to the
emerging field of WLB in construction internationally are discussed.

Literature review and theory

There has been a considerable amount of research into WLB in the construction industry going
back over 2 decades — the majority having been undertaken in Australia (Tijani et al., 2020). In
reviewing this chronologically, one of the earliest research projects Lingard and Sublet (2002)
found that the single most important determining factor in marital or relationship quality
among Australian professional engineers was the number of hours they worked each week.
Later, Lingard and Francis (2004) showed that the modal average number of hours worked per
week across the Australia construction industry was 55.2 and that male employees in site-
based roles reported especially high levels of work-to-family conflict. Francis et al.’s (2006)
research into work-family conflict in the Australian construction industry showed that a
culture of long working hours, total commitment to work at all costs and a lack of personal
control over work arrangements contributed to high levels of employee burnout, work-to-
family conflict and deterioration of personal relationships. Lingard and Francis’ (2007) survey
of Australian construction professionals argued that much more could be done by
organisations at minimal cost to support WLB, with 20% of respondents unsure of what
support their organisation had to offer. Young’s (2016) study of construction workers in Hong
Kong showed that they worked longer hours than many other industry sectors, although the
association between long hours and poor WLB was weak. Similarly, Downey and Stough’s
(2018) survey of Australian construction professionals’ mental health reported that 64% of
respondents worked over 50 h per week (far higher than 19% for the “normal” working
population). However, in contrast to Young (2016), levels of dissatisfaction with WLB
exceeded normal working population values by 39%. Holden and Sunindijo’s (2018) survey of
89 professional employees in a single medium-sized construction company in Australia,
showed that WLB was adversely affected by being constantly available for work through
workplace information and communication technologies and that there was a gap between
“offered” and “practiced” flexibility arrangements. In South Africa, Bowen et al. (2018)
reported a positive but complex inter-relationship between work hours and levels of work-
family conflict, psychological distress and sleep problems among construction professionals.
Kumar and Chaurvedi’s (2018) interviews with 22 women in the Indian construction industry
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SASBE found that the main organisational factors associated with poor WLB were in order of priority:
long and unpredictable work hours; tight project deadlines and high workloads; low salary
related to hours worked; harsh work environment; project-based nature of work; health and
safety issues; organisational norms and culture; job insecurity; high levels of bullying and
sexual harassment, disrespectful language, gender discrimination; and low levels of work-life
quality. Sui et al. (2019) explored the work-life conflict of Millennials working in the
Singaporean and Korean Construction industries, reporting a positive relationship between
high work demands and work-life conflict. Work-life boundary- spanning initiatives such as
family dance events and social events were found to be important in overcoming the negative
effect of Work-Life Conflict. In the UK, Kotera et al. (2019) found that construction workers
who worked in organisations that supported WLB felt more psychologically safe in the
workplace and had better mental health. Bowen and Zhang (2020) reported that work-to-
family conflict is directly linked to work pressure and lack of job autonomy and schedule
control in the South African construction industry, highlighting the importance of designing
jobs with WLB in mind and limiting boundary-spanning commitments, which can exacerbate
excessive work-family conflict. In Australia, Holdsworth et al. (2020) showed that the
likelihood of work-family conflict increased as work hours and shift work increased and that
work-family conflict was higher for women who lived with their partner and children and for
those who were single parents living with children. In Australia, Galea et al.’s (2020)
ethnographic study found that men’s and women’s WLB and well-being are, at least in part,
negatively affected by workplace characteristics frequently attributed to masculine workplace
norms such as presenteeism, total availability, control, reliability and complete devotion to
work, regardless of personal costs. Tijani et al.’s (2020) systematic literature review of 44
internationally peer-reviewed papers on construction WLB since 2001 identified numerous
causes, consequences and potential solutions for poor WLB. More recently, Crook and Tessler
(2021) linked the Australian construction industry’s high levels of work-related injuries and
fatalities to poor WLB and Lingard and Turner (2022) noted various causes of poor WLB and a
difference in experience and preference for long work hours between blue-collared workers
who are paid a weekly wage and white-collared workers who receive a monthly salary.
While the above research is interesting and valuable, it is fragmented, limited and
embryonic and suffers numerous methodological limitations. For example, mixed method
research is relatively rare and sample sizes are highly variable and typically very small. This
means research results are often not representative of the building and construction industry’s
workforce diversity. Research is also biased towards people who live in traditional family-type
structures and it often fails to account for the complexity of non-work factors that can cause
poor work-life balance. The tendency is to therefore blame employers for poor WLB and most
researchers also assume that work and life domains are in conflict and the positive aspects of
work are often ignored. Research also tends to take the employees perspective and ignore the
employer’s perspective. Furthermore, the impact of potential WLB interventions (such as the
shorter working week) tend to treat projects in isolation rather than consider implications
across the industry as a whole. Finally, there is significant under-theorisation of the subject.
This is in contrast to research outside construction where numerous theories have been used to
explore the concept of WLB. For example, “Conflict Theory” focuses on the bi-directional
conflicts between work and family domains (Carlson et al., 2000) and appears to have heavily
influenced the work of WLB researchers in the construction industry — if not explicitly mobilised
(see for example Francis et al., 2006; Lingard and Francis, 2007; Bowen et al., 2018). In contrast,
“Enrichment Theory” explains how experiences in one life domain can positively affect another
life domain in both directions (Carlson et al., 2000). For example, success at work can enhance
success in performing roles at home and vice versa. While enrichments effects have been
recognised by several construction researchers (Lingard and Turner, 2023a, b), most construction
research overly focuses on the negative impacts of work. There are also several resource-based
theories which have been used to conceptualise WLB. For example, “Compensation Theory”
explains how resources in one domain can support resources in another (for example through a
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supportive spouse or workplace flexibility policies) (Lambert, 1990). “Conservation of Smart and
Resources Theory” (Premeaux et al., 2007) argues that WLB is achieved by anything that Sustainable Built
serves to replenish these resources to achieve a healthy WLB. “Sphere Theory” seeks to explain Environment
how societal expectations of men’s and women’s roles in society influence access to resources to
secure a healthy WLB (Parsons, 1970). There is limited evidence in the literature of these
resource-based theories being mobilised in construction research, the differential resources
available to men and women working in construction and its impact on WLB have been
highlighted by several researchers (Lingard and Francis, 2007; Galea et al., 2015, 2020).

While valuable, one of the common limitations of the above theories is that they tend to treat
the work-family interface as in conflict, which we know in construction is not always the case. For
example, Sturges (2013) found that for many young people, work time has meanings strongly
associated with enjoyment, being professional and being part of a work team and family. In
contrast, Boundary Theory argues that people maintain a healthy WLB by creating and managing
boundaries between their roles, responsibilities and aspirations in numerous domains such as
work, family, caring, education, community, culture, socialising and recreation (Desrochers and
Sargent, 2004; Clark, 2000). The value of boundary theory to understanding WLB in construction
is that it offers a socio-cognitive framework for understanding how individuals navigate the
complexities of work and personal life and how organisational factors, individual preferences,
and other factors like technological advancements influence how people set and maintain
boundaries between work and personal life (Mellner and Aronsson, 2014). Boundary theory
suggests that individuals can either segment (separate) or integrate (blend) their roles in work and
non-work domains (family, leisure, community work, religious activities, social life etc.), and this
choice influences their WLB. According to Boundary Theory, a person’s domain boundaries are
“permeable” (allow people to merge both roles such as accepting work calls at home), “flexible”
(they can expand and contract to accommodate changes in role demands in each domain) and
have different “strengths” (some are negotiable and some are not) (Clark, 2000). In Boundary
Theory, people are conceptualised as “boundary crossers” who must continually “manage”
transitions between work and non-work domains to achieve a balanced life. Boundary theory also
posits that people possess different resources to manage their boundaries to achieve a healthy
WLB. For example, some people have more employer support than others to work flexibly.
However, many organisations fail to formalise such provisions, enabling “boundary keepers”,
like managers and supervisors who do not support such ideas, to informally undermine them
(Clark, 2000). This problem has been highlighted by Galea et al.’s (2020) analysis of gendered
rules relating to gender equity and diversity in the construction industry.

Boundary Theory is valuable because it also identifies three types of boundaries which
individuals need to maintain between their personal and work lives to achieve a healthy WLB
(Pradhan, 2016):

(1) Temporal boundaries —refer to the limits people may place around “when” they work.
For example, an individual may decide they will work from 9a.m. to 4p.m. so that they
can drop off and pick up their children from school.

(2) Physical boundaries —refer to limits people place on “where” they work. For example,
an individual may decide that they will not take work home while others may decide
that they want to work remotely so that they can manage family demands on their time
more flexibly.

(3) Psychological boundaries — refer to the limits people place on their perceptions
around the permeability of work and non-work roles. For example, some people are
happy to mix work and play while others want to have time to stop thinking about
work completely while others.

There appear to be no construction researchers who have specifically mobilised Boundary
Theory in a WLB context. However, some have highlighted the value of boundary spanning
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SASBE initiatives such as social events in overcoming work-to-life conflict (see Sui et al., 2019).
Furthermore, several construction researchers report boundary problems interfering with
WLB without specifically using this term. For example, it has been repeatedly reported that
highly masculinised and toxic workplace cultures characterised by presenteeism, sexism and
discrimination, pressure people working in construction to work long hours and to prioritise
work over personal care and family responsibilities (Lingard and Francis, 2009, Galea et al.,
2020; Crook and Tessler, 2021; Lingard et al., 2021). Research also shows that the
construction industry is a highly fragmented industry with a relatively high proportion of small
firms and casualised precarious work compared to other sectors (Australian Council of Trade
Unions, 2021; Commonwealth of Australia, 2023). This limits resources available for people
to manage their WLB and undermines employees’ power to negotiate work and non-work
boundaries to achieve a healthy WLB. Numerous strategies have been employed to alleviate
these problems such as family friendly workplaces, flexible working, job sharing, family and
carers leave, wellbeing and mentoring programs and shorter working weeks (Townsend et al.,
2006; Lingard and Francis, 2009; Lingard et al., 2021). However, as Tijani et al. (2020) note,
research remains contradictory and inconclusive and subject to numerous methodological and
theoretical limitations.

Given the potential value of Boundary Theory to potentially provide new theoretical insights
into WLB in the construction industry, the following section describes the methodology which
was employed to undertake an empirical investigation of the research questions posed at the start
of this paper.

Methodology
Undertaking research into WLB in the highly diverse, fragmented and dynamic construction
industry presents numerous methodological challenges because it is a highly personalised
concept which means different things to different people at different times in their lives and
there is no one agreed way of measuring it. To address these challenges, several strategies were
employed. First, an interpretive and abductive mixed methods approach to data collection and
analysis was employed, which drew on both qualitative and quantitative data from a wide
range of sources and perspectives (see discussion of sampling strategy below). Second, the
research team was deliberately diverse in age, gender, culture, and background to enhance
reflexivity through cross-referencing of data analysis from multiple perspectives. Third, we
used a range of standardised and validated measures of WLB (Amatea et al., 1986; Carlson
etal., 2000; Greenhaus et al., 2003; Kodz et al., 2002) and we followed strict ethical guidelines
informed by The Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct of Research (NHMRC, 2018).
This study received ethics approval from the University of Technology Sydney Human
Research Ethics Committee (approval number ETH22-7710).

Informed by the research questions data was collected in two stages using a survey
(N = 1,475) and interviews (N = 64) with people from across the Australian construction
industry.

Stage one: Interview data collection and analysis

Using a purposeful and stratified sampling approach participants were recruited with the
assistance of a major national industry association with over 8,000 organizational members
from across the construction industry in the Australian state of New South Wales (NSW). The
NSW construction industry was selected as a representative sampling frame because it
employs about 40% of the total Australian construction industry workforce (ABS, 2023).
Following ethics protocols, representatives from a random selection of 50 firms from different
parts of the industry (size, sector, location) were asked to nominate 5 people to be interviewed
and to ask them to contact the research team independently by email to consent to participate.
This resulted in a sampling frame of around 250 people who were then randomly selected
again for an anonymous interview. Following the principles of theoretical saturation and an
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abductive approach to data analysis which involved continually moving between analysis and Smart and
data collection, interviews continued until they offered no new insights into the questions Sustainable Built
being asked. This resulted in a sample of 64 respondents as illustrated in Table 1. Environment

The semi-structured interview questions were deliberately open-ended to enable the
participants to describe their perceptions and experiences of WLB in the industry. Each
interview lasted about one hour, was undertaken at a place of choice to the interviewee and was
designed to elicit discussion about the temporal, physical and psychological boundaries
experienced in managing WLB. Questions addressed issues such as: perceptions of WLB;
causes of any poor WLB (organizational, personal, industry, regulatory, socio-economic and
other environmental factors such as transportation etc.); relative time spent on various work
and non-work roles; hours and days worked; workplace practices and cultures relating to
when, how and when people were required to work; resources and other provisions by
employers to provide people with a healthy WLB such as flexibility; the effectiveness of such
resources; and constraints on respondents access to these resources.

Table 1. Sample structure stage one

Demographic Sub-groups Frequency Percentage (%)
Age 16-29 16 25.0
30-39 26 40.6
4049 12 18.8
50-59 9 14.1
60-69 1 1.6
Sex Male 49 76.6
Female 15 23.4
Non-binary 0 0.0
Marital status Single with children 3 4.7
Single no children 16 25.0
De factor partner 3 4.7
Married with children 35 54.7
Married no children 7 10.9
Role Senior director/executive management 4 6.3
Head office-based management, administration 16 25.0
Site-based project management, site management, 20 31.3
supervision, administration
Construction worker/tradesperson and labourer 24 37.5
Area and Urban/city 34 53.1
market Regional 32 50.0
National 30 46.9
International 5 7.8
Total
Sector Commercial 53 82.8
Industrial 10 15.6
Residential 30 46.9
Aged care 9 14.1
Health 19 29.7
Education 20 31.3
Infrastructure civil 5 7.8
Earthworks and remediation 5 7.8
Retail 21 32.8
Hospitality 7 10.9
House building 4 6.3
Firm size Large (250+ employees) 13 20.3
Medium (50-249 employees) 41 64.1
Small (1-49 employees) 10 15.6

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work
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SASBE All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic
analysis in five stages following protocols by Guest et al. (2012) and Gioia et al. (2013). In
stage one, each research team member immersed themselves by repeatedly reading the
interview transcripts to obtain a high level of familiarity with the data. Informed by boundary
theory, the coding strategy focused on how participants managed the boundaries between their
different roles in different life domains. Therefore, in stage two, guided by the research
questions as our analytical starting point and the three theoretical boundary constructs
(temporal, physical, psychological) offered by Boundary Theory, each researcher
independently conducted open (inductive) and directed (deductive) coding, organising and
generating an initial list of items/codes (first-order coding) from the data set that had a
reoccurring pattern. For example, many young participants, especially those working on-site
in relatively junior supervisory roles, talked about job with high role intensity and long hours
of work on site, promulgated by toxic workplace cultures on site which required them to spend
do whatever it took to get the job done. These participants also commonly noted the
dependence on the quality of the relationship with their supervisors to get equal access to
flexible working provisions compared to their equivalents working in head office roles. Such
narratives were coded as examples of temporal, physical and psychological boundaries which
were strong (un-negotiable working hours and demands), impermeable (stuck on site and
unable to work from home) and inflexible (work demands cannot expand and contract is
response to work demands). In stage three, researchers searched for recurring patterns,
linkages, categories, and subcategories within the first-order codes relating to each research
question. In stage four, these were combined to form over-reaching themes relating to each
research question. In stage five, the emergent themes were further refined by revisiting the data
to search for anything which may support or refute them, allowing further expansion and
connections between overlapping themes. These stages were undertaken independently by a
team of researchers from various backgrounds to provide different perspectives on the data.
Analytical differences were resolved between research team members through continual
discussion until 100% inter-rater agreement was achieved, providing a high level of “fit” with
the data and confidence in the validity of the emergent themes.

Stage two: Survey data collection and analysis

An online survey was also conducted to complement the interview data, facilitating access to a
larger pool of respondents across a bigger geographical area in the state of NSW (which is over
six times larger than England in the UK). Sampling involved a combination of purposive,
stratified and snowball sampling. First, following ethics protocols the sponsor industry
association emailed an invitation to participate in the online survey to a representative in each
of its 8,000 member organizations from across the NSW construction industry. Survey
participants were also asked to distribute the invitation letter and survey link to any other
colleagues working in the NSW Building and Construction industry. To maximise the
response rate, we used the split questionnaire design method (Raghunathan and Grizzle, 1995)
and kept the online survey open until we met the required sample size and had a representative
sample of industry stakeholders from a range of demographic backgrounds, roles,
organizations, sectors and locations. The required sample size was calculated as 383 using
Newbold et al.’s (2013) formulae below and based on a population size of 401,564 (NSW
construction industry labour force according to ABS statistics 2023). Due to the online nature
of the survey, estimating the response rate is not feasible, as we cannot determine the number of
individuals who received the survey invitation. Nevertheless, the sampling process resulted in
a sample size of 1,475 as illustrated in Table 2, which is statistically reliable for analysis with a
95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error.

The survey was split into four sections and employed a combination of open, categorical,
interval, and Likert-scaled questions. Section 1 asked for general demographic information
about the respondents (age, gender, occupation, etc). Section 2 asked about the participant’s
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Table 2. Sample structure stage two Smart and
Sustainable Built

Demographic Sub-groups Frequency Percentage (%) Environment
Gender Male 1,180 80
Female 286 19.4
Non-binary 9 0.6
Total 1,475 100
Age 15-24 160 17.4
25-35 231 25.1
36-45 199 21.6
46-55 164 17.8
56-65 118 12.8
Over 65 50 5.4
Total 922 100
Marital status Single 108 28.4
Married or long-term de-facto partner 272 71.6
Total 380 100
Dependent No 210 56.9
children Yes 159 43.1
Total 369 100
Role Senior director/executive management 224 18.5
Head office-based management, administration 206 17
Site-based project management, site management, 528 43.7
supervision, administration
Construction worker/tradesperson and labourer 251 20.8
Total 1,209 100
Employment Permanent 343 92.5
contract Fixed term 18 4.9
Casual 10 2.7
Total 371 100
Pay Fixed salary (no paid overtime) 271 73.4
Fixed salary (paid overtime) 22 6
Hourly wage (paid overtime) 76 20.6
Total 369 100
Employer size Micro business (fewer than 10 employees) 80 21.3
Small business (10-49 employees) 69 18.4
Medium-sized business (50-249 employees) 91 24.2
Large business (250 or more people employees) 136 36.2
Total 376 100
Employer sector Commercial building 192 50.9
Residential building (apartments) 49 13
House building 74 19.6
Civil and infrastructure 62 16.4
Total 377 100
Employer region City areas 275 72.2
Regional areas 102 26.8
Remote areas 4 1
Total 381 100

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work

current working week (worked hours, days, overtime, etc.). Sections 3 and 4 asked about the
participant’s current WLB using a range of standard validated WLB instruments (Amatea
et al., 1986; Carlson et al., 2000; Greenhaus et al., 2003; Kodz et al., 2002), the factors that
affect it positively and negatively (work and non-work related) including resources, initiatives
and provisions to help them manage the boundaries between work and non-work roles.

The survey data was analysed using a variety of descriptive and non-parametric tests based
on a Kolmogorov-Smirnov (KS) test which confirmed the non-normal distribution of the data.
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SASBE A Relative Importance Indexing (RIT) method was used over the arithmetic average method
because it can derive relative indices within the range of 0—1 for each variable enabling us to
undertake relative comparisons of items in our survey (Holt, 2014). Qualitative data from the
open questions which included 450 detailed comments were analysed using the same thematic
analysis approach as described for the interviews.

Results

RQI1. What is the current work-life balance of people working in the NSW B&C industry
and how does this vary across the workforce?

Most people surveyed (61%) had an acceptable, good or very good “self-perceived” WLB.
However, WLB varied significantly across the sample, indicating that one cannot generalise
about WLB in the industry. In particular, the following patterns emerged (see Figure 1):

(1) Younger people tended to have worse WLB than older people;
(2) There were no significant differences between men’s and women’s WLB;

(3) Those who worked in smaller organizations tended to have a better WLB than those
who worked in larger organizations;

(4) Those working in the house building industry tended to have by far the best WLB.
Those working on civil and infrastructure projects had the worst WLB;

(5) There were no significant differences in WLB between those in single or married and
de-facto relationships;

(6) There were no significant differences between salaried and waged workers;

(7) There were no significant differences between principal contractors and
subcontractors compared to consultants who have a very good WLB;

(8) There was no significant difference between those working in regional and city areas.

Table 3 shows that the balance between roles in work and non-work domains in our sample was
generally healthy and surprisingly stable across the sample given its high level of diversity. No
significant differences in time spent on different roles within respondents’ work and non-work
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Figure 1. WLB across the survey sample (N = 1,230). Source: Authors’ own creation/work
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Table 3. Average time spent in work and non-work activities (N = 862) Smart and
Sustainable Built

Percentages of average time in a typical spent in work and non-work activities Environment
Work House Study Social Community
(including  Family  duties Caring  (TAFE, activities ~ work/
second (kids (cleaning,  (for college, (friends, volunteering/
and third and garden elderly  university  clubs religious
Demographic jobs) spouse)  etc.) etc.) etc.) etc.) commitments
Male 59.3 17.5 8.8 0.8 3.6 8.2 1.6
Female 55.9 16.4 11.5 1.6 6.0 7.8 0.9
Single 58.7 8.4 8.1 0.8 8.9 12.8 2.4
Married or de 57.3 20.8 10.9 1.2 1.6 7.0 1.2
facto
Jobrole Group1 57.1 19.3 9.9 1.1 2.6 8.0 2.0
Jobrole Group2  59.8 16.0 9.0 1.1 4.2 8.7 1.2
Jobrole Group3  60.1 14.0 8.0 1.0 4.8 9.0 3.0
(15-24) 56.3 10.4 6.7 0.4 14.1 10.7 1.4
(25-35) 62.9 15.2 9.3 0.6 1.6 9.4 1.0
(36-45) 61.4 21.1 8.7 0.6 0.8 5.3 2.1
(46-55) 56.8 18.7 114 2.2 2.2 7.4 1.3
(56-65) 56.9 19.2 10.9 2.7 0.4 8.0 2.0
(Over 65) 54.5 16.5 11.0 1.6 0.7 10.3 5.4
Fixed salary (no  59.6 18.0 9.5 0.9 3.0 7.4 1.7
paid overtime)
Fixed salary 55.3 17.8 8.6 2.4 2.9 10.6 2.6
(paid overtime)
Hourly wage 60.9 139 7.3 0.9 4.2 9.3 3.5
(paid overtime)
Principal 59.6 17.3 9.1 0.8 4.1 7.9 1.1
contractor
Sub-contractor 65.6 154 7.6 1.7 0.4 6.6 2.7
Consultant 47.0 19.8 11.4 3.0 8.4 7.5 29
Micro business 52.1 16.7 11.9 0.5 7.0 8.3 3.5
(fewer than 10
employees)
Small business 58.8 16.8 9.3 1.1 44 7.6 2.0
(10-49
employees)
Medium 60.9 15.8 8.6 1.5 4.1 8.0 1.2
business
(50-249
employees)
Large business 57.0 17.2 10.5 0.7 3.7 9.5 1.4
(250 or more
people
employees)
Commercial 62.2 16.3 8.3 0.5 4.1 7.5 1.1
buildings
Residential 55.5 19.2 9.4 1.0 4.9 9.5 0.6
buildings
(apartments)
House building  54.9 20.5 11.1 1.3 3.8 6.2 2.2
Civil and 58.5 15.7 11.1 0.8 2.5 10.3 1.1
infrastructure
City areas 58.3 17.2 8.6 1.2 4.3 8.9 1.4
Regional areas 57.1 19.2 8.9 0.8 6.2 6.8 1.0

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work

Downloaded from http://www.emerald.com/sasbe/article-pdf/doi/10.1108/SASBE-04-2025-0179/10078651/sasbe-04-2025-0179en.pdf by guest on 06 January 2026



SASBE domains were found across our sample, although the following non-statistically significant
patterns were observed in the data:

(1) Men tended to spend more time at work than women;
(2) Women tended to spend more time on house duties than men;
(3) Single people tended to spend more time at work than married/de-factor couples;

(4) Young people (15-24) tended to spend more time at work than any other age group;

(5) People aged 36-45 tended to spend more time with their families than any other age
group;

(6) People working for subcontractors tended to spend more time at work than principal
contractors and consultants;

Given the literature’s focus on work-related causes of poor WLB, we found it surprising that
90% of the top ten negative impacts of peoples poor WLB were non-work-related rather than
work-related (Figure 2). Not everyone was affected equally by these causes and those most
negatively affected by their current WLB were:

(1) Single people;

(2) Women;

(3) On-project salaried workers (no paid overtime);
(4) Those working for subcontractors;

(5) Those working on large civil engineering projects.

RQ2. Does employment in the construction industry provide people with the resources
necessary to create and maintain the temporal, physical, and psychological
boundaries between work and non-work domains that support a healthy WLB?

WLB effect on Life
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Figure 2. Rank of WLB effect on life across the survey sample (N = 860). Note: Rank = 19 means very
negative WLB effect on life. Rank = 1 means least negative WLB effect on life. Source: Authors’ own
creation/work
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Consistent with previous studies, high levels of work hours were found across the sample. On Smart and
average people worked between 50 and 55 h per week, just under 10 h per day, and just over ~ Sustainable Built
5 days per week. Table 4 shows that these are the limits at which WLB deteriorates markedly. Environment
However, it also shows that the relationship between WLB and days worked per week, hours
worked per day and hours worked per week is complex and non-linear. Qualitative data
indicated that this relationship was related to respondents’ family and caring responsibilities,
age, economic needs (for example paying a mortgage), gender and marital status etc. For
example, the WLB of married respondents with family responsibilities was more
detrimentally affected by longer hours than those who were single and without children.
This was because their work/life domain boundaries were relatively rigid, impermeable and
strong in comparison.

Despite the overall high level of hours worked across our sample, it was not possible to
generalise about days worked per week, hours worked per week, and hours worked per day
(Table 4). This varied significantly and not everyone worked very long hours and weeks,
making generalisations about working hours unreliable. Results also showed that the highest
hours are being worked by “on-project” salaried workers, young people in relatively junior
roles and some waged workers, especially those working on large infrastructure projects,
commercial and residential projects in inner city urban areas. Qualitative data indicated that
these people have less access to organizational and personal resources to manage the temporal,
physical and psychological boundaries between their work and non-work roles. This lack of
resources access was linked to the high value of weekend working on these projects which
meant it was relatively more productive and economical for employers to operate a 6-7-day
week. Qualitative data indicated that this was related to a wide range of variables such as
development approval (DA) conditions which determined allowable site hours, project
program and budget constraints the size and logistical complexity of the project and the way

Table 4. WLB versus working days per week; working hours per day, and working hours per week (N = 506)

WLB (percentage)

Percentage Very good Good Acceptable Poor Very poor
Number of working days per week
1 0.7 0.0 33.3 0.0 66.7 0.0
2 1.1 25.0 50.0 25.0 0.0 0.0
3 2.6 30.0 40.0 10.0 10.0 10.0
4 4.9 3.8 30.8 34.6 26.9 3.8
5 50.9 8.2 29.0 40.8 18.8 33
6 37.5 3.6 10.3 30.4 39.2 16.5
7 2.3 11.1 11.1 333 22.2 22.2
Number of working hours a day
Less than 8 4.4 25.0 20.0 35.0 20.0 0.0
8 15.1 20.6 30.9 36.8 8.8 2.9
9 17.4 9.9 27.2 43.2 12.3 7.4
10 26.4 4.4 17.6 30.9 41.9 5.1
More than 10 36.7 6.3 7.9 26.8 43.7 15.3
Number of working hours per week
Less than 35 2.5 30.8 23.1 38.5 7.7 0.0
36 to 40 15 9.9 31.0 39.4 19.7 0.0
41 to 45 17.6 7.2 27.7 48.2 13.3 3.6
46 to 50 18.7 8.2 22.7 38.1 24.7 6.2
51 to 55 20.2 7.5 14.0 31.8 37.4 9.3
Over 55 26.1 44 6.7 25.2 42.2 21.5

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work
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SASBE that risks for project delays were distributed. In other words, access to boundary management
resources to achieve a healthy WLB were not just determined by the way that projects were
managed but by the contractual constraints and wider context in which projects were procured.

Qualitative data also indicated that young or junior workers in salaried on-site roles
experienced the greatest difficulties in getting access to boundary management resources to
optimise their WLB. Many commented that they had to “earn” their WLB over time and that
long hours of work were seen as a “right-of-passage” into more senior roles, which provided a
better WLB. This finding provides valuable insights into the hierarchical culture of the
industry where the power, authority and access to resources to manage WLB is heavily vested
in those at the top of the organizational pyramid — creating a form of age-related “WLB
slavery” and inter-generational inequity in the workforce. Regardless of the employer’s
flexibility policies, access to boundary management resources for these people was highly
informal and dependent on the quality of their personal relationship with their supervisors.
Many of these workers felt unable to access boundary management resources (such as flexible
working) and powerless in being able to control their WLB.

Figure 3 lists the main reasons why people worked weekends. The top five reasons are all
work-related and provide insights in the psychological boundaries which people face in
achieving a healthy WLB. There was strong consensus in the qualitative data that long working
hours had become institutionalised across parts of the construction industry and were
especially strong on larger and more complex commercial and government projects in inner-
city urban areas. The data shows that a person’s choice of where they work and the types of
projects they work on has a significant impact on their resulting WLB.

In managing their temporal and physical boundaries between work and non-work domains,
most respondents described feeling a low level of boundary flexibility over how long, when,
how and where they worked and pointed to the industry’s workplace culture of being
constantly available for work after normal working hours (Table 5).

Table 6 shows that in terms of flexibility in “hours worked,” those who had the least
boundary flexibility were women; single people; younger people (25-35 yrs); on-project
salaried workers in professional and supervisor roles (Group 2); salaried workers; those
working for subcontractors; those working for larger firms; and those working on civil
engineering and infrastructure projects. In terms of flexibility in “where, when and how one
worked” those who had the least flexibility were men; single people; younger people
(25-35 yrs); on-project salaried workers in professional and supervisor roles (Group 2);
salaried workers; those working for subcontractors; those working for medium/larger firms;
and those working on civil engineering and infrastructure projects.
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Figure 3. Reasons for working weekends across the survey sample (N = 391). Source: Authors’ own
creation/work
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Table 5. Flexibility across the workforce (N = 568) Smart and
Sustainable Built

Type of flexibility Frequency Percentage (%) Environment
Flexibility in the number of working hours

No flexibility 131 23.1
Some flexibility 358 63.1
Complete flexibility 78 13.8
Total 567 100
Flexibility in where, when and how you work

No flexibility 150 26.4
Some flexibility 320 56.3
Complete flexibility 98 17.3
Total 568 100

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work

Table 6. Flexibility across sample demographics (N = 568)

Percentages of flexibility in the Percentages of flexibility in where,
Demographic numbers of working hours when and how you work

No Some Complete  No Some Complete

flexibility  flexibility  flexibility = flexibility  flexibility  flexibility

(%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%)
Male 22 64 14 26.7 55.6 17.7
Female 27 60.9 12.2 23.9 60.6 15.6
Single 27.3 65.9 6.8 44.7 36.8 18.4
Married or long-term de- 24.7 56.7 18.6 28.3 53.8 17.9
facto partner
Job role Group 1 11.2 66.9 21.9 12.7 59.4 27.9
Job role Group 2 32.3 61.8 5.9 35.2 54.6 10.2
Job role Group 3 29.9 57.7 12.4 33.7 50 16.3
(15-24) 30.0 66.0 4.0 33.8 60.3 5.9
(25-35) 34.7 58.2 7.1 35.3 48.2 16.5
(36-45) 20.0 70.7 9.3 22.8 63.3 13.9
(46-55) 12.1 70.7 17.2 16.4 61.8 21.8
(56-65) 21.4 59.5 19.0 11.8 64.7 23.5
(Over 65) 4.5 50.0 45.5 7.7 38.5 53.8
Fixed salary (no paid 32.8 53.4 13.8 30.2 56.3 13.5
overtime)
Fixed salary (paid 11.1 77.8 11.1 27.3 54.5 18.2
overtime)
Hourly wage (paid 27.6 37.9 34.5 259 51.9 22.2
overtime)
Principal contractor 23.2 64.3 12.5 30.2 59.4 10.4
Sub-contractor 30.4 65.2 4.3 36.4 54.5 9.1
Consultant 28.6 50.0 21.4 12.5 43.8 43.8
Micro business 12.0 48.0 40.0 16.7 46.7 36.7
Small business 8.3 79.2 12.5 17.9 64.3 17.9
Medium business 32.3 61.3 6.5 324 59.5 8.1
Large business 36.7 55.1 8.2 32.2 62.7 5.1
Commercial buildings 23.0 68.9 8.1 35.1 56.8 8.1
Residential buildings 20.8 70.8 8.3 26.7 53.3 20.0
(apartments)
House building 12.0 64.0 24.0 7.7 38.5 53.8
Civil and infrastructure 36.4 54.5 9.1 40.0 43.3 16.7

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work
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SASBE The data also indicated that people can generally be categorised into three main groups in
terms of access to resources to manage their boundaries between work and non-work domains
in achieving a healthy WLB.

(1) Groupl: Off-project salaried staff in management and administrative roles — This
group had the best WLB, the greatest control over their temporal, physical and
psychological boundaries and the most predictable and controllable hours of all three
groups.

(2) Group 2: On-project salaried workers in professional and supervisor roles — there
were two subgroups within this group.

« Site-based administrators (health and safety officers, environmental officers/
managers, etc.): These people tended to have an acceptable WLB. They had a
reasonable degree of control over where and how they work (physical and
psychological boundaries) but less control over when they work (temporal
boundaries) since they tend to be constantly available for work.

« Contract managers, project managers, Site foremen, site managers, site
engineers, site supervisors and some leading hands: This group had the poorest
WLB and little ability to control their temporal, physical and psychological
boundaries. Their lives were tied strongly to the uncertainties and demands of
individual projects and they had the highest work intensity and most unpredictable
and uncontrollable hours of all groups.

(3) Group 3: On-project wage earners in operative/trade roles — Although all members of
this group are tied to specific projects and have little ability to manage the physical
boundaries between work and non-work activities, many members of this group had
good control over their WLB, especially those working on small residential housing
projects. However, those working on large inner city commercial, residential
infrastructure projects often had a poor WLB.

RQ3. What types of strategies are perceived to be most effective by people working in the
NSW B&C industry in supporting the management of boundaries between work
and non-work domains to achieve a healthy WLB?

Most people aspired to work significantly fewer hours and days than they were currently
working (within the range of 35-45 h a week, for 4/5 days a week) and have weekends free
(Table 7). When asked about how to improve their WLB, respondents emphasised the need for
more time and resources to do their jobs (temporal boundaries) and greater flexibility and
control over when, where and how they worked (physical boundaries) and more time to be able
to switch off from work without being stigmatised for it (psychological boundaries) (Tables 8
and 9). Importantly, it was evident that these aspirations were conditional on a range of factors,
indicating that providing people with opportunities to access resources (such as flexible
working or extra leave) to manage their work life balance boundaries does not necessarily
mean that they will be taken up. These factors included: not adversely affecting the
competitiveness of their employers; letting their team members down; losing pay; or having to
work extra hours during the week or increasing productively to compensate (as with many
shorter working week models).

Survey data revealed several strategies commonly employed to manage temporal
boundaries between work and non-work domains to achieve a better WLB. As shown in
Table 9, most respondents (72%) reported that they did not engage in any paid overtime,
almost 30% of respondents reported that they never work on weekends, and a further 20%
worked only one weekend per month, highlighting the importance of setting strong temporal
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Table 7. Aspirations for WLB (N = 220) Smart and
Sustainable Built

Aspirations for WLB Mean RII  Rank Environment
I would like my weekends free 4.47 089 1
I would like to work less days a week 392 078 2
I would like to work less hours a week 391 078 2
Work commitments prevent me from participating fully in life outside work 3.71 0.74 3
I need to work overtime to get my job done 364 073 4
I would like my weekends free and could safely increase my productivity during the 3.6 0.72 5
week to compensate

The culture at work can negatively affect relationships outside work 335 067 6
I would like my weekends free and could safely work longer hours during the week to ~ 3.28 0.66 7
compensate

I would like to work a rotating schedule where I get alternate weekdays and Saturdays 3.02  0.60 8
free

I would like my weekends free and could take a pay cut for it 269 054 9
Life commitments prevent me from performing fully at work 265 053 10
I would like to work more hours a week 2 040 11
I would like to work more days a week 1.82 036 12

Note(s): Rank = 1 means strongly agree, Rank = 12 means strongly disagree
Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work

Table 8. Ways to improve WLB (N = 206)

Initiatives improve work-life balance Mean RII  Rank
More realistic project programs 4.17 083 1
Greater flexibility in hours worked 413 083 1
Resource projects properly 4.11 082 2
More realistic project budgets 4.11 082 2
Greater flexibility in where, when and how you work 4.1 082 2
Better project planning 4.1 082 2
Improving workplace culture (tolerant to work-life balance) 3.98 080 3
Time off in lieu of overtime 3.91 0.78 4
More supportive work colleagues 3.88 0.78 4
More supportive supervisors and line managers 3.85 0.77 5
Improved project management and supervision 3.83 0.77 5
Options to work from home and remotely 3.83 0.77 5
More leave flexibility 381 076 6
Training to work more productively 379 076 6
More technology (to improve productivity) 3.7 0.74 7
More regular breaks at work (to reduce fatigue) 3.65 0.73 8
Well-being programs at work (mental health awareness, fitness programs, resilience ~ 3.61 0.72 9
training etc.)

Improved site facilities for workers (clean toilets, disability access, cafeteria, etc.) 3.57 0.71 10
Carers leave and assistance 3.55 0.71 10
Better parental leave options 3.53 0.71 10
Part-time work options 347 069 11
Family-friendly workplace (childcare, prayer rooms, parenting room, etc.) 341 0.68 12
Job sharing 3.27 0.65 13
Unpaid leave 324 065 13
Rostering 3.14 0.63 14
Shift work 297 059 15

Note(s): Rank = 1 means significantly improved; Rank = 15 means significantly worsen
Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work
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SASBE Table 9. Paid overtime hours, number of worked weekends, and availability after work (N = 568)

Frequency Percentage %
Paid overtime hours per week
None 409 72
1-5 45 7.9
6-10 50 8.8
11-15 31 5.5
16-20 17 3
Over 20 16 2.8
Total 568 100
Number of weekends par month typically work
0 165 29.5
1 112 20
2 133 23.8
3 60 10.7
4 89 15.9
Total 559 100
Avadilable for work after normal working hours (by phone or email)
Constantly 193 34
Frequently 155 27.3
Occasionally 144 254
Rarely 47 8.3
Never 29 5.1
Total 568 100

Source(s): Authors’ own creation/work

boundaries between work and non-work domains and the high value placed on safeguarding
weekends as a key mechanism for recovery and maintaining personal or family commitments.
While a considerable proportion of respondents indicated they were constantly (34%) or
frequently (27.3%) available by phone or email, a small minority (5.1%) reported that they
were never available. This finding highlights the importance of creating technological
boundaries in managing a healthy WLB.

Discussion

In relation to research question one, our results support previous research which show that
unhealthily long hours of work, long working weeks, inflexible working (in terms of time and
location of work), presenteeism and constant availability for work are a key feature of working
in the construction industry (Lingard and Francis, 2004; Crook and Tessler, 2021; Lingard and
Turner, 2022; Tijiani et al., 2023). Indeed, our findings relating to working hours (46.3% work
over 50 h) are even worse than even the most pessimistic of previous studies (23% in Crook
and Tessler, 2021). While this is concerning, on the other hand, our results were more positive
than previous studies about people’s WLB. This is surprising given the widespread tendency in
previous research to directly associate long working hours with poor WLB (Francis et al.,
2006; Bowen et al., 2018). However, this finding does support much mainstream WLB
research which has acknowledged that WLB is far more complex that just hours worked but is
determined by a whole range of organizational factors (work tempo, work control and support
structures such as access to work flexibility etc.), individual factors (role salience, personal
financial circumstances, spouse support, family and caring commitments etc.) and societal
factors (community and cultural support structures, commitments and expectations, cost of
living pressures etc.) (Dinh et al., 2017; Brauner et al., 2019). Furthermore, in contrast to much
previous research, it was found that the relationship between WLB and hours worked is not as
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straight forward as is often claimed and that this depends on numerous factors such as age, life Smart and
circumstances, economic circumstances, gender, marital status and family and caring Sustainable Built
responsibilities. These are factors which change continuously over a worker’s life, indicating Environment
that WLB must be treated as a dynamic rather than a static concept. The types of deterministic
statements often found in the construction WLB literature, about WLB being good or bad in
construction compared to other sectors are therefore overly simplistic in nature. The results
indicate that a better way to draw conclusions about WLB in construction would be to do so
longitudinally over a person’s life, while also recognising that long periods of poor WLB are
detrimental to an individual’s health and wellbeing. Construction WLB research appears to
reflect the limitations of WLB research outside construction which Ganault and Pailhé (2022)
recently criticised for being predominantly cross-sectional. However, they also acknowledged
a growing literature adopting a life-course approach when analyzing work life balance.
Notably, it was also found that very low work hours were also associated with a poorer WLB.
While this supports research in other fields (Tucker and Folkard, 2012), unhealthily low hours
are seldom mentioned in construction WLB research. Yet they can be a significant problem for
many construction employees due to the high incidence of casualization and insecure work in
the construction industry (Parliament of Australia, 2021; International Labour
Organization, 2023).

The findings about the high variation of WLB across our sample also question the tendency
for many WLB studies in construction to generalise about poor WLB across the industry. In
contrast, the findings indicate that one cannot treat the workforce as a homogeneous group. Yet
only a few studies have delineated the workforce into specific groups. These include: young
people (Sui et al., 2019; Firose et al., 2025), professionals of various kinds (Lingard and
Francis, 2004; Bowen et al., 2018; Holden and Sunindijo, 2018), construction trades (Kotera
etal., 2019; Holdsworth et al., 2020), onsite and offsite roles (Lingard and Francis, 2004) or by
their salaried or wages roles (Townsend et al., 2006; Lingard and Turner, 2022). The findings
also highlight the need for more research into junior workers, single people, people working
for subcontractors, people working for large contracting organizations, people for large
commercial and infrastructure projects in urban locations where weekend working is
productive, people working in on-project supervisory roles and some trade roles. The picture
of WLB across the construction sector presented by our findings is far more complex than
previously revealed and raises equally complex questions about how to manage it effectively.
For example, some have suggested mandating a 5-day week (with weekends off) across the
Australian construction industry to eliminate such variations (see Galea et al., 2021).
However, because WLB means different things to different people at different stages of their
lives (Sarhan et al., 2024; Firose et al., 2025), the benefits of such a universally applied
strategy would be unevenly felt and difficult to predict in overall benefits to the workforce.

In relation to research question two, the results provide significant evidence that people
experience substantial challenges in managing the temporal, physical and psychological
boundaries between their work and non-work domains to achieve a healthy WLB. However,
the permeability, strength and flexibility of work and non-work domain boundaries varied
significantly across our sample. In adding to the existing research above, a high level of
inequity and perceived unfairness was also uncovered across our sample in terms of boundary
management resources and opportunities to optimise WLB. This was often a significant driver
for participants to support universal strategies such as imposing a mandatory 5-day week
where everyone has the weekend off. In particular, it was found that those working for large
firms and on large inner city commercial and infrastructure projects struggled most. This was
surprising since larger firms in the Australian construction industry are said to provide
employees with greater options for flexibility than smaller firms (Building Commission NSW,
2024). This interesting disjuncture between the formal WLB policies of large construction
firms and their actual WLB practices (especially on site) adds broader empirical evidence to
support the findings of Holden and Sunindijo’s (2018) survey on one large construction firm in
Australia and shows that formal policies, however sophisticated, can often be undermined by
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SASBE organizational norms and practices on the ground. New institutional theory (Scott, 2005)
suggests that informal institutions (accepted norms, practices and processes) which are
typically unwritten and socially enforced, can indeed undermine formal institutions (written
down policies, contracts and regulations). This is especially likely when they are perceived to
be incompatible or create conflicting incentives. For example, a large construction firm is more
likely to take on large complex projects in inner city locations where the productivity benefits
Saturday working are high. Our findings indicate that this would create pressures for workers
to work long hours and weekends which would directly undermine any formal WLB policies
they may have. New Institutional theory shows that when informal norms create incentives
that conflict with formal regulations, individuals may choose to follow the informal norms
created at a project level, even if it means violating the formal ones. This is especially likely
when there is weak enforcement of the formal rules around WLB which our results indicate is
often the case. Such tensions between centrally developed policies and project management
practices have been recognised in the construction human resource management literature and
can contribute to the development of a “shadow organisation” where people are required to
work outside the formal rules in silence (see Dainty and Loosemore, 2012).

The findings relating to young people’s relative inability to manage their temporal, physical
and psychological boundaries between work and non-work roles also raise new questions
about the damaging impact of the hierarchical culture of the of the industry and
intergenerational inequalities relating to peoples’ access to resources to manage their WLB
boundaries in construction. The findings highlight a new form of modern slavery relating to
young workers in construction that has not yet been recognised or explored in the limited
modern slavery research literature which tends to focus on migrant workers (see for example
Alzoubi et al., 2024). Modern slavery encompasses various exploitative practices where
individuals are forced to work against their will and are denied their freedom to make choices
for themselves in the interests of commercial gain (Mende, 2019), such was the case in many
young people we surveyed and interviewed, especially those working on site.

The results also offer new insights into access to resources to management WLB
boundaries between different roles within the industry. Our new categorization of workers into
three types according to their ability to manage their boundaries between work and non-work
domains also offers a new expanded typology to understand how WLB differs across roles
within the construction industry. Current role delineations relating to WLB are limited because
they only focus on salaried and wage earners and those working in on-site and off-site roles
(Townsend et al., 2006; Lingard et al., 2007; Lingard and Turner, 2022).

The lack of statistically reliable evidence that men and women experience different
challenges in managing their WLB, also contrasts much previous WLB research (Lingard and
Francis, 2007; Bowen et al., 2018; Kumar and Chaturvedi, 2018). It was found that both men
and women (especially younger respondents) see the delineation between men and women in
the WLB context as less relevant than is widely portrayed in existing research literature due to
an increasing blurring of the traditional delineation between men and women’s roles at work
and home in society. Most participants felt that improved WLB in construction was important
to both men and women and this finding is supported by other recent research outside
construction (Standing Committee on Economy and Gender and Economic Equality, 2021).
This finding may also be due to women in construction tending to have greater access to
flexibility provisions and supervisor support than men (see Lefrancois and Trottier, 2022;
Galardo and Trottier, 2022). However, no evidence was found to support this. Overall, the
findings support Raiden and Raisanen (2013) and Neilson (2023) who call for more research
which questions that WLB is a female orientated issue and which explores how “new men”
balance their work-life roles.

In relation to research question three, it was found that most people responded to the lack of
boundary management resources to achieve a healthy WLB by preferencing performance in
their work over their performance in life outside work. Again, this highlights the coercive
culture of long working hours in the construction industry which requires and expects people
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to put their work responsibilities and interests before those of their life outside work (see also Smart and
Lingard and Turner, 2023a, b). While the findings that people want more flexibility in their ~ Sustainable Built
work reflect previous research (Turner et al., 2009), this was highly conditional on a range of Environment
factors such as impacts on co-workers, employer competitiveness and personal income. This
may explain the difference between the concepts of “offered” and “practiced” flexibility
reported in construction by Holden and Sunindijo (2018). Interestingly, without the possibility
of flexibility or without opting to take advantage of flexibility provisions offered by their
employers, our results indicate that technology was employed as a potentially powerful way
for people to manage their work life boundaries to achieve a WLB. Previous research has
identified technological interventions such digital twin platforms as part of broader WLB
strategies in construction (Ogunseiju et al., 2021). These technologies not only promote
physical wellbeing but also enhance workers’ autonomy and capacity for boundary control
(Ogunseiju et al., 2021). Similarly, the emerging Construction 5.0 paradigm offers a more
human-centric and digitally integrated project environment, aligning technological
advancement with workforce wellbeing (Yitmen et al., 2024). While boundary theory
shows how technology can create new or altered boundaries between work and personal life,
leading to pressures for constant connectivity, it also acknowledges that technology can be
used as a tool for boundary management to achieve a healthy WLB (see Ollier-Malaterre et al.,
2019; Ogunseiju et al., 2021).

Finally, the findings produce new insights into the relationship between individual
opportunities for boundary management to achieve a healthy WLB and the context in which
projects are developed and procured. Adding to previous research which has highlighted the
links between WLB and project cultures (Crook and Tessler, 2021), unrealistic project
deadlines (Kumar and Chaturvedi, 2018) and other factors such as competitive tendering
(Lingard and Turner, 2022), the findings also link boundary management opportunities to a
range of other project-related factors such which determine the value of weekend work such as
cost and time pressures, DA conditions; physical site constraints; project complexity; project
program and budget constraints; the way that risks for project delays are distributed; levels of
liquidated damages for project delays, and the willingness of clients to share the potential costs
of boundary management resources such as flexible working.

Conclusion

The findings of this research indicate that Boundary Theory provides a valuable new
conceptual lens to advance current theorization and understanding of WLB in the construction
industry and make several contributions to the advancement of research and practice in this
growing area of construction management research.

First, findings show that one cannot generalise about poor WLB in the construction
industry, despite what many previous studies suggest. Rather, WLB varies significantly across
the construction workforce depending on a range of variables such as people’s role, seniority,
personal circumstances and project constraints.

Second, findings show that the relationship between long working hours and a healthy
WLB is not as straightforward as current research portrays. Contrary to much current research,
long working hours do not necessarily lead to a poor WLB. This depends on a wide range of
factors which determine the flexibility permeability and strength of their temporal, physical
and psychological work life domain boundaries. These factor include: personal WLB
preferences; age; gender; stage of life; marital status; wider economic conditions such as cost
of living; and the WLB provisions of organizations and projects people worked for.

Third, it is found that the reason for the differences in WLB across the workforce can be
explained by the disparities in access to resources people face in managing their temporal,
physical and psychological boundaries between their work and non-work domains. For many
people in the construction industry, the boundaries between work and non-work domains in the
construction industry remain very strong, impermeable and inflexible.
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SASBE Fourth, the findings reveal a considerable degree of inequity and perceived unfairness in the
resources available to manage these boundaries to achieve a healthy WLB in the industry.
Significant generational inequalities in access to resources for young people were highlighted,
especially for those working in junior on-site supervisory roles (especially on large
commercial and infrastructure projects). To deepen this understanding, the findings also offer a
new three-level categorization of roles across the workforce based on role, work location, and
employment type:

(1) Group 1- Off-project salaried staff in management and administrative roles;

(2) Group 2- On-project salaried workers in professional and supervisory roles;
(3) Group 3- On-project wage earners in operative/trade roles.

This threefold categorization reveals substantial variations in work hours, flexibility (where
and when), paid and unpaid overtime across the groups, and WLB outcomes, adding much-
needed nuance to the overly simplistic binary of salaried vs. waged workers found in current
literature. Importantly, this framework offers an adaptable model that could be applied in
other international construction contexts where work cultures and employment structures
may differ but where similar hierarchical, role-based dynamics likely persist. By recognising
these differentiated workforce groups, policymakers and organisational leaders across
jurisdictions can better target WLB interventions and equity reforms to the distinct needs of
each group.

Fifth, while this study focused on the NSW construction industry, the institutional barriers
identified such as cultural norms, hierarchical workplace structures, and gaps between formal
WLB policies and actual practices are common in many construction contexts globally. The
findings emphasise that improving work-life balance requires more than policy design, it
demands confronting deeper institutional barriers such as embedded cultural norms, informal
workplace practices, and project-level operational dynamics that may undermine those
policies in practice. These institutional barriers can significantly undermine the effectiveness
of WLB initiatives if left unaddressed. To this end, policymakers and industry leaders in other
jurisdictions may benefit from developing industry specific WLB frameworks that are not only
grounded in policy but also supported by regulatory oversight, incentives for compliance, and
engagement strategies tailored to the realities of project-based construction work.

Sixth, the findings provide new insights into the conditionality of people’s receptivity to
take-up organizational initiatives which provide them with resources to manage their work/
non-work boundaries to optimise their WLB based on issues. These include potential impacts
on pay, employer competitiveness, project performance, project co-worker’s WLB and
additional requirements to work extended working hours during the week in lieu of weekends
off. This finding highlights important limitations in using boundary theory to explain and
provide solutions to improving peoples’ WLB in the construction industry. It is clear that WLB
is a complex theoretical construct which needs to be understood through a range of
complementary conceptual frameworks which also help to explain why people may not accept
the help they are given by employers to improve their WLB. We therefore call for more
theoretical research in this important field of study.

Finally, the findings show that boundary management opportunities at an individual level
are determined by the context in which projects are procured with factors such as DA
conditions, economic circumstances and practices such as competitive tendering and unfair
contracts determining the ability and willingness of employers to offer provisions which
provide people with the resources to manage their WLB in a healthy way.

Practically the results indicate that improving the equality of access to resources to help
people manage their work and non-work boundaries is key to improving WLB in the
construction industry. The types of resources which could be made available to workers
include: access to flexible working provisions like flextime, job sharing, and remote work if
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possible; time management training and tools like daily planners and access to coaches; stress Smart and
management training in techniques such as journalling, mindfulness and meditation; mental ~ Sustainable Built
health support such as access to counselling, psychologists; Wellness Programs such as fitness, Environment
dietary programs and sleeping advice; Digital Detox periods which provide time for people to
disconnect from work technologies; Take breaks from technology and social media to
recharge; Financial Stress Management techniques such as budgeting: Encouraging people to
have breaks during working hours; tackling cutures of presentesm by assessing people on
productivity rather than time spent at work; Manager leading by example; parental support
schemes such as childcare assistance; and encouraging a positive and supportive work
environment.

It is also important that employers develop WLB initiatives which are both responsive to
the needs of individuals, their project teams and which do not require them to work more
productively or intensely to compensate. Critically, resources to help people manage their
WLB boundaries must be made equally available to everyone in the construction workforce
regardless of age, gender, role etc. and they must be communicated effectively and monitored
and enforced in practice. Organizations also need to tackle traditional workplace cultures and
norms which can undermine the intent of such policies and initiatives in practice and
encourage and support employees to take responsibility for their WLB by taking-up the
initiatives offered.

In reporting the above results, the limitations of generalising this research to other contexts
are acknowledged. For example, the research was conducted within the specific context of the
NSW construction industry. Construction industry cultures and regulatory environments vary
from country-to-country and are likely to influence the answers to our research questions.
Therefore further research is needed in other geographical and regulatory contexts to test our
findings. The research was also undertaken in a period of boom and skills shortages where
work and personal pressures to work long hours were intensified. In this economic context,
employers may have been less willing to offer resources to help people manage their WLB and
people may have been less willing to accept them due to impacts on their projects. Therefore,
more research is needed in other economic contexts. For example, in a recession employers
may be more willing to allow flexible working rather than having to lay off staff. Employees
may also be happy to take time off work to recover from long hours worked during a boom
period. Finally, we recommend that more research be conducted into the informal cultural
norms and practices which may undermine the intent of formal WLB policies. The
mobilization of new institutional theory may be especially valuable as a conceptual lens
because it recognises the inherent tensions between informal and formal workplace rules,
norms and practices. Finally, further research is needed into the inequities in access to
boundary management resources we discovered in our research. In particular, further research
is needed into the effects on those who are most impoverished such as young people working
on site in relatively junior roles.
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