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How do graduates studying in the UK conceptualize ‘work-life balance’ as a discourse and how do they make sense of it in their own lives at this phase of the life course?  These are the two primary research questions that will be addressed in this paper.  

‘Work-life balance’ (WLB) is an increasingly ubiquitous term in Britain, promoted by government and widely discussed in organizations, unions, the media, and everyday discourse.  Yet, this popular discourse has been treated largely uncritically (Lewis, Gambles, & Rapoport, 2007).  Much of the work-life literature tends to focus on the experiences of workers who have caring and/or other family responsibilities, thereby confining current understandings of ‘WLB’ to a specific demographic cohort.  This paper argues that for today’s generation of young people who are about to enter the workforce, the prevalent WLB discourse has become part of a wider context in which they develop impressions of what employment will entail.  Accordingly, the paper aims to explore the ways in which a group of young labour market entrants make sense of the WLB discourse.  Specifically, it focuses on the experiences of two sets of UK graduates who are making transitions from university to the labour market: those who were born and raised in the UK and those who were born and raised in Asian countries and have come to the UK for their university education.  

A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was carried out on qualitative data obtained from semi-structured interviews and focus groups conducted with 30 young women and men from the UK, China, India, Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, and Thailand.  Through a life course lens (Giele & Elder, 1998), the study contextualizes the participants’ accounts of WLB conceptualizations and aspirations in time and place.  The analysis indicates a process whereby the participants draw on their present experiences as university students as a reference point for making sense of the WLB discourse in relation to their imminent employment.  The findings show diversity in the graduates’ preferences of ‘flexibility’, with some wanting to retain their versions of flexibility that they have as university students, while others preferring to deviate away from flexibility in order to maintain their ideal WLB.  While most participants consider WLB to be a matter of individual choice, a life course approach adopted in the study highlights the socially constrained nature of WLB choices.  Overall, the paper shows that conceptualizations of WLB among the participants are far from clear-cut and unanimous and therefore highlights the importance of not assuming homogeneity in WLB experiences and expectations between and within groups of individuals, including those of the same generational cohort.  The paper will consider some implication for policy in the UK.

