
Assessing Work-Life Balance patterns for professional 
working women in ASEAN 

Abstract 
Balanced living refers to a personal lifestyle in which the important elements of relationships, work, fitness and 

health, and emotional well-being are all at a satisfactory level. A survey on personal work-life balance (WLB) 

arrangements was conducted across ten ASEAN countries for professional working women, with a view to 

identify levels of satisfaction for WLB and areas where improvements could be achieved. 

Respondents to the survey generally expressed satisfaction with the hours they work and believed they can 

perform well without having to work overtime. Nevertheless, a majority of participants reported working 

overtime for reasons such as excessive workload, fondness of their work, nature of the business, employer 

expectations and to make more money. Frequently cited causes of dissatisfaction were poor salary, unpaid 

overtime and inefficient organization/management. Popular priorities included higher salary, personal growth 

opportunities, better compensation and benefits, and flexible working arrangements. It is reasonable to expect 

that addressing these highlighted aspects will contribute to an improved WLB for women engaged in 

professional work, with consequent gains for productivity and society over the medium and long term.  



Introduction 
The rising demands of today’s corporate and socio-economic environment greatly impact the efforts of people 

to strike a work-life balance (WLB) they feel is satisfactory. WLB is essentially a concept that involves the 

assessment of proper prioritising between "work" (career, income-earning tasks, unpaid housework by 

homemakers, agriculture production and subsistence farming) and “lifestyle” (health, pleasure, leisure, family 

and spiritual development/meditation). 

While the actual ratio of work to non-work durations for people can vary vastly depending on their 

circumstances, an individual’s perception of whether their own WLB has been achieved is a significant factor in 

their wellbeing. As such, WLB is a comfortable state of equilibrium achieved between work and a chosen private 

lifestyle which gives attention in terms of time and personal resources to family, community, culture and 

surrounding environment, and self. A workforce that perceives their WLB positively is happy, healthy (physically 

and mentally), productive and efficient in performing work tasks. 

A ‘Professional Women Work-Life Balance in ASEAN Survey’ was distributed among 10 teams, each based in a 

different ASEAN nation and responsible for collecting data from their general compatriots, with the primary 

objective to examine how personal and environmental characteristics contribute to the dynamics of work-life 

balance among ASEAN populations. The survey was undertaken between October 2015 and January 2016 and 

is one of the projects under “Grassroots Initiative: 1 Million ASEAN Voices for Work-Life Balance” carried out by 

eHomamekers, Malaysia, and supported by the ASEAN Foundation through the Japan ASEAN Solidarity Fund 

(JASF). 

This article describes an analysis of responses to the survey regarding workload and work-life balance, and 

evidence of relationships between workload and work-life balance. While these relationships cannot be directly 

interpreted as a cause and effect mechanism, the information regarding them can help foster awareness and 

insights within companies. Accordingly, the article concludes with suggestions for good workload management 

practices and support for work-life balance. 

Profile of Respondents 
The following details collectively represent a snapshot of the participants responding to the survey:  

Basic demographics: The survey sample consisted of 1830 professional working females within ASEAN. Reported 

age distribution at the time of survey: 25.6% (468) participants younger than 26 years old, 53.5% (979) 

participants aged between 26 and 40 years, and 20.9% (383) participants aged above 40 years. They come from 

10 different ASEAN countries: Brunei (53), Cambodia (38), Indonesia (44), Laos (13), Malaysia (55), Myanmar 

(36), Singapore (18), Philippines (1081), Thailand (390) and Vietnam (102). 

Work status: 72.5% (1327) respondents reported working as an employee, 27.5% (503) reported as self-

employed. 

Family status: 55.2% (1011) of the participants reported their marital status as single, 40.5% (741) reported 

married, 1.7% (31) reported divorced, and 2.6% (47) reported widowed. 49.6% (907) of the participants reported 

no child, 19.5% (356) reported 1 child, 19.1% (350) reported 2 children, and 12.2% (223) reported 3+ children. 

50.8% (930) of the participants reported taking care of elderly at home, while 47.3% (866) of the participants 

reported not taking care of elderly at home. 

Note that not all participants gave an answer to every question. The number in bracket corresponds to the 

number of participants answering to that particular question. The majority of the respondents are from the 

Philippines and Thailand.  

Note also that this survey is a pilot survey and can be used as a basic reference for the upcoming women survey 

that uses socioeconomic characteristics of participants e.g. working for government sector or private sector, age 

group, professional, and so on. 



General level of work-life balance satisfaction from the survey findings 

Key Findings 
Working Hours  
The findings from the survey indicate 12% (356) of all participants have a written contract of below 30 hours per 

week, 25.3% (486) of all participants have a contract between 31 and 40 hours per week, and 36.2% (532) of all 

participants are contractually obliged to work an amount of hours in excess of 40 hours per week, 16.7% (256) 

of all participants do not a written contract about their working hours. 56.8% (1039) of the respondents reported 

working beyond contracted hours i.e. overtime. 

In response to the question regarding level of agreement on “I am satisfied with the hours I work”, 59.1% (1054) 

of the participants either agree or totally agree that they are satisfied with the hours they work, 27.8% (495) are 

neutral about satisfaction with the hours they work, and only 13.1% (233) of the participants are dissatisfied 

with the hours they work. Similar levels of agreement were reported for “I can meet the requirements of my job 

without working long hours” and “I can do well at work without working long hours”. [Appendix Figure 1, Figure 

2 and Figure 3] 

A curiosity arises in the case where a high number of participants state they can meet the requirements and do 

well at work without working long hours, yet also work overtime. This can be addressed by examining responses 

to the survey question “the main reason you work overtime”. 

While the foremost reason why participants report working in excess of their contracted hours is to keep up 

with workload (“I have too much work”), other respondents indicated that they like their job, work overtime for 

more money, or adhere to an expectation for them to work longer hours by their employers and it’s the nature 

of the business to do so. 

In regards to the evident lack of necessity for these employees to work long hours, possible reasons for employee 

work long hours include the local workplace stereotype of ineffective and lengthy meetings, employers that 

evaluate employee performance chiefly in terms of number of hours worked, or even to prolong their presence 

in the workplace solely to claim additional wages or prestige. 

Workload and the influence of work into personal life  
Increases to working hours and workload significantly impact participants’ lives. The largest proportion of 

participants, 40.3% (708), reported that they come home too tired to do some of the things they’d like to do, 

while 32.5% (570) of them reported neutral and 27.2% (477) stated not feeling tired after work. 

43.5% (761) of the participants reported that their family members do not suffer with their working hours, while 

29.6% (518) had a neutral disposition, and only 26.9% (471) of respondents had family members affected by the 

working hours. 28.2% (489) of the participants claimed that they would like to spend more time with their 

friends/family, while 41.5% (720) expressed an opposing viewpoint and the remainder are neutral.  

What makes them happy? 
The top five selections by participants when responding to “What makes you happy in regards to work-life 

balance” are: 

i) Higher salary  

ii) Personal growth (soft skills and technical skills development) 

iii) Better compensation and benefit (higher annual leave, healthcare and insurance, etc.) 

iv) Flexible working arrangements (flexitime, compressed working schedule, etc.) 

v) Live closer to working place 

The top result correlates with responses to the question on dissatisfaction with current working arrangements 

and the reason participants work overtime. 54.5% (949) of the participants reported that they are dissatisfied 

with in their current working arrangements. ‘Poor salary’ and ‘unpaid overtime’ are the two top dissatisfactions 



with current working arrangements. Higher income and better compensation such as paid overtime can improve 

the situation. 

‘Inefficient organisation/management’ is the third factor of dissatisfaction. Inefficiency and faulty management 

will increase unnecessary extra work for employees and consequent increased work pressure. Two additional 

factors for workplace dissatisfaction are expectation to work late and heavy workload. A high number of 

participants (17.4%) are suffering from work pressure, which strongly matches with their responses that they 

have too much work to do. While moderate pressure has been shown to motivate and maintain productivity, 

too much pressure at work is recognized as adversely affecting a person’s work performance and lifestyle. Traffic 

jam is not reported as a generally significant reason for work dissatisfaction. 

What is the level of satisfaction with the content of work? 
While 63.6% (1119) are satisfied with the amount of pay they received, 32% (535) of the participants stated they 

wish to have higher pay with the same number of hours they work. Interestingly, 68% (1139) of the participants 

would like to work for more hours on the condition they receive higher income. 

Consideration of WLB includes mental and physical health aspects taken into account. 26.4% (459) of the 

participants reported that their health is getting worse due to their work. A closer look at the participants 

reported this shows that heavy workload (stress), long hours work, unpaid overtime and low salary contribute 

to the deterioration of their health. 

Workload and work-life balance 
Questions like “My immediate supervisor supports the use of flexible work arrangements (e.g., flexible hours, 

compressed work weeks, telework)” received mixed feedback. 46.9% (776) of the participants agreed that their 

immediate supervisor supports the use of flexible work arrangements, 33% (546) of the participants are neutral, 

whereas 20.2% (334) of the participants disagreed. 

In terms of flexible work arrangements provided by companies to increase work-life balance, flexitime is the top 

flexibility provided by the companies, followed by job-sharing , part-time arrangement and telecommuting. For 

those with choices for flexible work arrangements, using flexitime is the top choice, although some reported 

that they do not take advantage of any flexibility. Flexitime allows women to arrange their working schedule 

according to their family and personal needs. Compressed working schedule, allowing for the commencement 

and completion of work at a chosen schedule, is also a popular pick for participants and they appreciate the 

given flexibility. 

Annual Leave 
The amount of annual leave provided varies considerably among different ASEAN countries and within the 

countries. According to the survey, employers in Brunei and Laos are most generous with an average annual 

leave in excess of 25 days, while Singapore comes next with 21 days, Cambodia provides 18 days, followed by 

Malaysia with 14 days, and Vietnam and Indonesia both with 12 days. Myanmar and Philippines participants 

stated that they do not even have annual leave written in their contract. Please refer to Table 1 for an overview 

of annual leave provide by employers in ASEAN countries. 

Table 1: Annual leave provided by employers in ASEAN countries 

Annual 
Leave in 
Contract 

Top Second Third 

Days Number % Days Number  % Days Number  % 

Brunei > 25 12 24 14 11 22 0 4 8 

Cambodia 18 9 24.3 15 8 21.6 0 5 13.5 

Indonesia 12 16 40 0 5 12.5 14 4 10 

Laos > 25 4 308 14 3 23.1 15 2 15.4 

Malaysia 14 9 16.4 16 7 12.7 16 7 12.7 

Myanmar 0 11 40.7 10 8 29.6 > 25 4 14.8 

Singapore 21 5 27.8 14 3 16.9 14 3 16.7 

Philippines 0 250 25.4 15 136 13.8 > 25 125 12.7 



Thailand 10 75 26 > 25 57 19.7 0 48 16.6 

Vietnam 12 56 56 15 9 9 12 7 7 

 

One similar trend across ASEAN countries is, despite the contractual amount of annual leave, the majority of 

respondents do not spend all their annual leave. Some participants in countries like Cambodia, Myanmar, 

Philippines and Thailand even reported no annual leave from their work has been taken. Please refer to Table 2 

for an overview of annual leave provide by employers in ASEAN countries. 

Table 2: Annual leave taken by participants in ASEAN countries 

Annual 
Leave Used 

Top Second Third 

Days Number % Days Number  % Days Number  % 

Brunei 14 12 24 20 5 22 20 5 8 

Cambodia 0 8 24.3 > 25 6 21.6 10 5 13.5 

Indonesia 10 8 40 0 6 12.5 12 5 10 

Laos > 25 3 30.8 15 2 23.1 5 1 15.4 

Malaysia 14 9 16.4 10 8 12.7 16 5 12.7 

Myanmar 0 8 40.7 10 7 29.6 7 5 14.8 

Singapore 10 4 27.8 14 3 16.7 14 3 16.7 

Philippines 0 224 25.4 > 25 160 13.8 5 111 12.7 

Thailand 0 55 26 10 40 19.7 5 31 16.6 

Vietnam 10 20 56 12 19 9 10 15 7 

 

Although a high proportion of the participants do not take medical leave, those that take medical leave do so 

for an average of 3 days annually. Thailand has exception in regards to annual leave, where Thailand regulations 

allows all employees to take up to 30 days full paid leave, including annual leave, medical leave and so on. This 

explains why in Thailand medical leave can be more than 25 days, in which the participants have combined their 

annual leave and medical leave for this question. Please refer to Table 3 for an overview of medical leave taken 

by participants in ASEAN countries. 

Table 3: Medical leave taken by participants in ASEAN countries 

Medical 
Leave 

Top Second Third 

Days Number % Days Number  % Days Number  % 

Brunei 0 11 21.6 5 8 15.7 1 7 13.7 

Cambodia 0 9 25 10 6 16.7 7 5 13.9 

Indonesia 0 7 17.9 3 6 15.4 2 5 12.8 

Laos 0 3 23.1 3 2 15.4 3 2 15.4 

Malaysia 0 13 24.1 2 9 16.7 2 9 16.7 

Myanmar 0 9 37.5 2 6 25 3 2 8.3 

Singapore 0 5 27.8 1 3 16.7 1 3 16.7 

Philippines 0 289 30.2 5 144 15 2 81 8.5 

Thailand >25  59 22.3 0 58 21.9 5 28 10.6 

Vietnam 3 22 22 5 16 16 3 15 15 

Self-Employed vs. Working for Others 
A closer look at the differences between the self-employed respondents and employees respondents reveals 

several noteworthy significant differences, and these are summarized as follows. 

There are substantial differences in total contracted hours between self-employed and employees. The reported 

number of working hours for 503 self-employed women have a high variance: 20.1% (101) of respondents do 

not indicate the contracted hours, 28.4% (143) of them reported no contracted hours, 25% (126) of them work 

below 30 hours, only 12.1% (61) of them have a contract of hours between 31 and 40, and 14.3% (72) of them 

work more than 40 hours per week. 



In the case of employees, 7.5% (99 out of 1327 respondents) did not report their contract hours, 8.5% (113) 

reported having no contract hours, 17.3% (230) reported having a contract with less than 30 hours per week, 

25% (425) reported having a contract between 30 and 40 hours, and 34.7% (460) of them are with a contract of 

more than 40 working hours on a weekly basis. 

61.7% (819 out of the 1327) employees reported working overtime, which represents a significantly higher 

proportion than the 43.7% (220 out of 503) self-employed respondents reported working overtime. Usually, 

people who work well are given more tasks to do because of their ability to deliver quality work. 

Another significant difference between self-employed and employees occurs in regards to the main reason why 

they work overtime: self-employed reported they wish to earn more money while employees reported they are 

overloaded with work. Self-employed women look to secure their income more effectively by taking on 

additional projects. In contrast, employees did not do so while being burdened with excessive work. About half 

of the self-employed women work less than 30 hours, with 63.4% of them stating that they do not need to work 

overtime. 75.9% of employees work more than 30 hours, with 60.9% of them reporting the need to work 

overtime. 

In comparison to employees, a higher proportion of the self-employed women work during the weekend: 52.3% 

(263 out of 503) self-employed participants work on Saturday and 33.2% (167) participants work on Sunday. For 

employees, 39.6% (526) of them work on Saturday and only 15.4% (205) work on Sunday. 

The workplace operational hours for corporate and government sectors usually fall within weekdays, with the 

exception of factories that operate on a continual basis. Self-employed women are mostly flexible in regards to 

their working hours, and so can choose to work during Saturday and Sunday with the possibility to rest on a 

weekday for WLB rectification. 

A significant proportion of both the self-employed and employees factions state their attraction towards 
proposals of higher salary, flexible working arrangement and personal growth. It is noted the proposal of better 
compensation is primarily a concern for employees, since self-employed women have more control over their 
own compensation arrangements. 

Comparison in ASEAN countries 
The survey was distributed randomly to the public across ASEAN, though a high proportion of the respondents 

(1447 or 79.1%) to the survey were aged below 40. A possible explanation for the relative lack of older 

participants to the survey is the solely electronic distribution being a comparatively more accessible medium for 

the younger generation. Family size, in which a basic family unit is considered as a father, a mother, and children, 

in ASEAN countries is generally small; 49.7% (907) of the participants have no children, and 38.1% (696) have 1 

to 2 children. It is notable that Philippines has by far the highest percentage of participants, at 32% (204 out of 

642), having at least one child before marriage, followed by 7% (2 out of 27) in Malaysia, 4% (7 out of 164) in 

Thailand, 3% (1 out of 29) in both Brunei and Indonesia, and zero respondents from the rest of ASEAN countries.  

A majority of participants from all ASEAN countries had a contract written about their working hours, excepting 

Myanmar where 69% of respondents reported having no contract hours written in their contracts [Appendix 

Figure 4]. Survey results also indicated that half of the participants for every surveyed country reporting they 

worked overtime, though Myanmar was again the exception with 63% of Myanmar participants reported not 

having to work overtime. [Appendix Figure 5] 

In response to whether or not participants are compensated for working overtime, results varied considerably 

between ASEAN countries. Only Philippines (440 out of 763 or 58%) and Thailand (283 out of 273 or 67%) have 

a high percentage of participants being compensated for working overtime. Myanmar contains the lowest 

percentage of participants (14%) that are compensated for working overtime, followed by Singapore (17%), 

Brunei (22%) and Malaysia (24%). [Appendix Figure 5] 

The possibility to be compensated for working overtime can encourage employees to work overtime to earn 

more money, as seen from the survey responses to the question “what is the main reason for working overtime” 



for the two countries where overtime compensation is typically in place: 37.2% (280 out of 752) Philippines 

participants and 31% (64 out of 212) Thailand participants stated that they wish to make more money. In 

countries where the majority of participants are not compensated for working overtime, such as in Brunei, 

Cambodia, Malaysia, Singapore and Vietnam, the main reason stated for working overtime is excessive 

workload. Interestingly, 52% (10 out of 19) Myanmar participants stated they like their job as the main reason 

for working overtime. 

When responding to the choice of amount of work hours per week, the largest portion of participants (694 or 

46.4%) would elect to work the same number of hours per week, although there are more (477 or 31.8%) 

participants wishing to work longer hours than (328 or 21.9%) participants who would prefer to work less hours. 

Myanmar participants has the lowest percentage (13%) who aspire to work for longer hours, followed by 

Thailand (20%), Cambodia (23%) and Philippines (29%). A high proportion of participants from Malaysia (68%) 

opt for longer working hours, although more than half of the participants 74% (40 out of 54) would not want to 

work for longer hours without extra pay. [Appendix Figure 6] 

Differences emerge between countries regarding participants reported working on Saturdays. Myanmar shows 

the highest number of participants working on Saturday, with a record of 67%, while for most countries 

approximately half of participants work on Saturdays. Malaysia, Singapore and Philippines have the lowest 

number of participants working on Saturdays. [Appendix Figure 7] 

Myanmar has the highest proportion of reported satisfaction with regards to the amount of hours worked, with 

a record of 83% as oppose to an ASEAN surveyed average of 54.2% reporting satisfaction [Appendix Figure 8]. 

Myanmar also holds the largest proportion of respondents, at 50%, expressing dissatisfaction with the pay they 

receive, opposed to the average ASEAN country at 21.6% dissatisfaction with remuneration. [Appendix Figure 

9] 

Even though a high number of participants across ASEAN are dissatisfied with their current working 

arrangements, Cambodia and Myanmar had the lowest proportion of complainants about their working 

arrangements; 71% of participants from Cambodia and 68% of participants in Myanmar reported satisfaction 

with their current working arrangements. 

Participants in most surveyed countries responded neutrally or in disagreement when asked whether their 

family suffers as a result of their working hours. Myanmar stood out with the highest proportion of participants 

at 45%, when compared to an average of 25.5% from all ASEAN countries, reporting that their family suffers as 

a result of their working hours. 

It would appear from Myanmar respondents having the lowest number of working hours among all ten ASEAN 

countries that Myanmar women are supposed to stay at home and take care of the family. Nonetheless, the 

survey findings reveal Myanmar respondents assess their family still suffers from this amount of working hour. 

Since Myanmar respondents were also the highest proportion country-wise reporting dissatisfaction with the 

amount they are paid, an effective remedy may be for Myanmar women to be provided with more chances to 

work compensated hours amounting to a full time job. 

The author of this paper hopes that the findings presented here are taken into account within policy-making 

decisions at the national and workplace level to bring about improvements in staff WLB. Findings of particular 

interest from this survey are that better working package such as company training, healthcare and insurance 

and flexible work hours will be welcomed. Furthermore the author understands that while policy makers may 

recognize the productivity and societal benefits of improving staff WLB, they are concerned about implementing 

measures that appear to impact business negatively. Improving staff WLB should be evaluated as a gradual 

process that brings productivity improvements, such as greater employee engagement, over the medium and 

long term. 

 

 



 

 

Summary 
A survey on personal WLB arrangements was conducted across ten ASEAN countries and resulted in 1830 

responses from professional working women. These participants generally reported satisfaction 59.1% (1054 

out of 1782) with the hours they work and agree that they can perform well without having to work overtime. 

An interesting finding in this light was that over half of participants (56.8% or 1039) reported working overtime, 

with chief reasons for overtime given as excessive workload, fondness of their work, nature of the business, 

employer expectations and to make more money. Standout causes of dissatisfaction among the surveyed 

participants were identified as poor salary, unpaid overtime and inefficient organization/management. 

Additional popular complaints mentioned were high pressure of work, heavy workload, working excessive hours, 

and expectation to work late. The most popular top priorities for the majority of participants were higher salary, 

personal growth opportunities both in soft skills and technical skills, better compensation and benefits (e.g. 

higher annual leave, healthcare and insurance) and flexible working arrangements. Implementing such measures 

is likely to contribute to an improved WLB for women engaged in professional work. Correspondingly, policy 

makers at national and workplace levels can be optimistic that addressing the concerns raised will lead to 

productivity gains over the medium and long term. 

 

Written by Yeo Lee Chin 

Usability Coordinator, eHomemakers,  

ASEAN Work-Life Balance Initiatives 

  



APPENDIX 

 
Figure 1: Satisfied with the hours I work 

 

 
Figure 2: I can meet the requirements of my job without working overtime 

 

 
Figure 3: I can perform well at work without working overtime 

 

0

50

100

% Disagree % Neutral % Agree

Satisfied with the hours I work 

Brunei Cambodia Indonesia Laos Malaysia

Myanmar Singapore Philippines Thailand Vietnam

0

50

100

% Disagree % Neutral % Agree

I can meet the requirements of my job 
without working overtime. 

Brunei Cambodia Indonesia Laos Malaysia

Myanmar Singapore Philippines Thailand Vietnam

0

50

100

% Disagree % Neutral % Agree

I can perform well at work without working 
overtime. 

Brunei Cambodia Indonesia Laos Malaysia

Myanmar Singapore Philippines Thailand Vietnam



 
Figure 4: Weekly working hours 

 

 
Figure 5: Working OT vs compensated for OT 

 

 
Figure 6: Having to work during weekend 
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Figure 7: Choice of working hours 

 

 
Figure 8: Satisfied with the hours I work 

 

 
Figure 9: Happy with the amount of pay received 
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