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Introduction 
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. 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 recent Professional Women Work-Life Balance Survey in Malaysia was carried out between October 2015 and 
January 2016 among the general public with the primary objective to examine how personal and environmental 
characteristics contribute to the dynamics of work-life balance. It 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 
interpreted as a cause and effect, the information about them can help create awareness within companies. 
Accordingly, the article concludes with a suggestion for good workload management practices and support for 
work-life balance. 
 

Profile of Respondents  
The following provides a snapshot of the participants who responded to the survey:  
Demographics: The survey sample consisted of 55 professional working females. Reported age distribution at 
the time of survey: 6 participants younger than 26 years old, 14 participants aged between 26 and 30 years, 26 
participants aged between 31 and 40 years and 9 participants aged more than 40 years old. 
Work status: 52 respondents reported working as an employee, 3 reported as self-employed. 
Family status: 28 of the participants reported married, another 27 of the participants reported single. No 
participants reported divorced or widowed. 33 participants reported no child, 10 participants reported 1 child, 8 
participants reported 2 children, and 4 participants reported 3+ children.  

Key Findings 
Working Hours  
The survey indicate more than half of the participants are working beyond contracted hours. Participants were 
asked their level of agreement regarding “I am satisfied with the hours I work”, “I can meet the requirements of 
my job without working long hours” and “I can do well at work without working long hours”. There are 
significant differences between participants that have to work overtime and those who do not have to work 
overtime. For participants that do not work overtime, most of them are satisfied with the hours they work, all of 
them reported that they can meet the requirements of their job without working long hours, and that they could 
do well at work without working long hours. As for participants that have to work overtime, most of them are 
dissatisfied with the hours they work, but also claim that they cannot meet the requirements of their job or do 
well at work without working long hours.  
 
A question arises in the case where participants cannot meet the requirements and cannot do well at work 
without working long hours: why is this the case? This can be answered by examining responses to “the main 
reason you work overtime”. 
 



Crucially, the main reason why most participants report working in excess of their contracted hours is to keep up 
with workload (“I have too much work”). Participants also indicate they need to stay in their office because there 
is an expectation for them to work longer hours by their employers and staff shortages. 
 
Common knowledge about general employers in Malaysia is that they are renowned for evaluating employee 
performance foremost in terms of number of hours worked. Therefore responses such as “my company opts to 
have meetings after working hours” are not new. In addition to the obvious lack of necessity for these employees 
to work long hours, another possible source of wasted time for employees could be attributed to the local 
workplace stereotype of ineffective and lengthy meetings. 
 
A question that fueled interesting responses was in regards to whether or not you prefer a job where you work 
less, same amount or more amounts of hours? While more than half of participants responded that they prefer a 
job with fewer amounts of working hours. Out of these, only small percentage of them will accept if that means 
less pay. This indicates that income is still a main source of consideration for someone to work. 

Workload and work-life balance 
When asked questions related to workload and work-life balance that were used for the purpose of this analysis: 
Out of the 35 participants that have to work overtime, more than half of them cannot claim overtime 
compensation either in money or in leave. This is a sad news, knowing that their time is stolen by their work 
without a fair compensation. 
 
Questions like “My immediate supervisor supports the use of flexible work arrangements (e.g., flexible hours, 
compressed work weeks, telework)” received mixed feedback. Half of the participants disagreed that their 
immediate supervisor supports the use of flexible work arrangements, whereas the rest agreed. 
 
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 part-time arrangement and telecommuting. For those with 
choices for flexible work arrangements, using flexitime is the top choice, 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. 
 
Unfortunately, equal amount of participants reported that they do not take advantage of any flexibility. Why is 
that so? Further studies should be performed to understand what is stopping these women from choosing 
flexible work arrangements. 
 

Workload and the influence of work into personal life  
Increases to working hours and workload have had an impact on participants’ lives. A significant proportion of 
participants reported that they come home too tired to do some of the things they’d like to do. 
 
Interestingly, whether or not family suffers as a result of participants working hours does not depends on their 
marital status. Both single and married participants reported similar pattern when asked whether or not their 
family members suffer with their working hours and if they would like to spend more time with their family or 
friends. As high as 74% of the participants either neutral or reported that their family members do not suffer 
with their working hours, yet most of them still would like to spend more time with their friends/family if 
possible. Quality family time plays an important role in maintaining a happy and healthy lifestyle. 

Workload and Dissatisfaction at Work 
Frequently cited causes of dissatisfaction were poor salary, inefficient organization/management and heavy 
workload. There is also a high number of participants suffering from work pressure, which strongly matches 
with their responses that they have too much work to do. While moderate pressure can help to motivate and 
maintain momentum, too much pressure at work will generally adversely affect a person’s work performance 
and lifestyle.  

The hours associated with work take into account the time spent commuting to and from the workplace. Traffic 
jams represent one of the highest source of dissatisfaction with current work arrangements. A typical 
expectation in Kuala Lumpur is that rainy weather results in an additional hour to reach home. Traffic jams also 
cause automobile commuters to avoid peak hour journeys and result in longer hours ‘working’ in the office. 
While such issues are common in developing countries, government initiatives to build more reliable public 
transportation service are likely to significantly improve work-life balance in the foreseeable future.  



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

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

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

iv) Higher salary  

v) Shorter working hours 

 

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. 

Summary 
A survey on personal WLB arrangements was conducted in Malaysia, 55 participants responded to the survey. 
Poor salary, inefficient organization/management and heavy workload are the standout cause of dissatisfaction 
among the surveyed participants. A high pressure of work, traffic jam, and heavy workload were the next most 
popular complaints. More than half of the participants reported working overtime, and are dissatisfied with the 
number of hours they work. Chief reasons for overtime are increased workload, employer expectations and staff 
shortages. The most popular top priorities for a happier life were flexible working arrangements, personal 
growth opportunities both in soft skills and technical skills, better compensation and benefits (e.g. higher annual 
leave, healthcare and insurance) and higher salary. Implementing such measures is likely to contribute to an 
improved WLB for women engaged in professional work. Correspondingly, policy makers and companies open 
to improving work-life balance of their staff while not negatively impacting business, can be optimistic that 
addressing the concerns raised will lead to productivity gains over the medium and long term. 
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