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Abstract
This study explores the work-life balance of employees working in Cardiff’s vibrant but demanding restaurant industry. Although, this sector is crucial economic pillar of the city, its workforce often faces conditions detrimental to their well-being. This study aims to understand the challenges, impacts, and coping strategies related to WLB from the employees’ perspectives and lived experiences. A complete qualitative research methodology was adopted where semi-structured interviews with employees across various roles was carried out for the collection of data. The collected data was analysed using thematic analysis, adhering to strict ethical protocols for ensuring confidentiality of the participant and informed consent.
Key findings  of the study revealed that unpredictable and unsocial scheduling is the primary constraint for WLB, leading to significant negative impacts on employees’ psychological as well as social well-being, including stress, fatigue, and social isolation. The research highlights a stark contrast in experiences, demonstrating that a supportive management culture and predictable scheduling can dramatically improve employee well-being. Conversely, a pure profit-centric focus often worsens conditions and contributes to high staff turnover.
The study concludes that while challenging, poor WLB is not inevitable in the restaurant sector. It recommends that employers prioritize implementing  predictable work schedules, investing in adequate staffing, and cultivating a management culture that genuinely values employee well-being to improve retention and create a more sustainable working environment.
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1. INTRODUCTION
The restaurant sector is an inseparable part of the UK economic and social environment, with numerous contributions to the GDP of the country and a significant employer especially in thriving cities. The sector is a characteristic of the vibrant city of Wales, and in particular, its capital city, Cardiff, which is driven by massive urban regeneration, high and diverse student population, and a thriving tourism and events sector (Welsh Government, 2022). This busy facade however masks a workplace that is filled with severe stress to the welfare of employees. The industry has a globally publicized negative reputation due to the demands of the work performed on it, which include: long and anti-social working hours, intense psychological pressure, considerable physical effort, and in many cases unstable employment conditions (Abdou et al., 2022; Giousmpasoglou, 2024). These structural features are antecedents, which render a scenario in which attaining a sustainable work-life balance (WLB) a distant, and even inaccessible, ambition to a large percentage of its workforce.
Work-life balance is a multi-dimensional construct, which is characterized as the state of balancing and satisfaction when a person is able to manage the competing demands of their professional and personal lives without unreasonable stress or conflict (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; Haar et al., 2019). In the unique working environment of the restaurant sector, the balance is always under the threat of the core business principle: customer demand is at its highest point in evenings, weekends, and on public holidays, when it is traditionally known that the time is devoted to family, social interaction, and personal rest (Mauno et al., 2013). This time mismatch requires workers to work in shifts and odd hours, which are strongly correlated with circadian rhythm disruption, sleep disorders, and social isolation, which is incredibly challenging to maintain stable routines and communicate with other people(Silva & Costa, 2023).
In the case of Cardiff, a large city with a high population of students enrolled in three major universities, a significant service-based economy, and with a culturally heterogeneous workforce, the dynamics of WLB assume peculiar local characteristics (Peshkova, n.d.). The hospitality industry is an important aspect of the economic life of the city and involves a heterogeneous workforce composed of full-time career professionals, a high population of part-time student workers, and a high number of migrant labour (Jessica et al., 2023; Silaban & Margaretha, 2021). All these groups have unique stressors and different resources available to overcome WLB issues; hence, a universal learning is inefficient (Wong & Ko, 2009; Yu et al., 2022). The impacts of the failure to tackle these issues are massive. A real danger to the quality, consistency, and sustainability of the praise-worthy and competitive food industry in Cardiff is high employee turnover, which is one of the hospitality sector crisis that have always been directly worsened by poor WLB. The related expense of recruitment, training, and lost productivity as well as the adverse effect on service quality would be a significant burden to local businesses, most of which are small and medium-sized enterprises with thin margins (UKHospitality, 2018b).
Irrespective of the obvious significance of the current matter, an evident gap in the scholarly literature, where the direct focus is on the lived experience of restaurant employees in the context of a specific socio-economic environment of Cardiff, can indeed be identified. Although there is a large amount of research available on WLB within hospitality both worldwide (Karatepe & Karadas, 2014; Kim et al., 2022) and nationally UK-based (Lucas, n.d.; Piso, 2022), a place-based exploration of Cardiff in particular is necessary before coming up with solutions that are context-specific. The purpose of this paper is therefore to undertake an extensive exploration of the work life balance of the employees in the restaurant business in Cardiff. This review will identify the most significant structural, cultural, and local economic factors that hinder WLB, assess a significant impact of the imbalance on the health and well-being of employees, and consider the possible measures that may be implemented to create a more sustainable, human, and resilient workplace environment in one of the most critical sectors of the city of Cardiff.




2. AIMS, RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS
2.1 Research Aims
The primary aim of this study is to explore and understand the work-life balance (WLB) experiences of employees working in restaurants in Cardiff, with a focus on the structural, cultural, and local factors that influence their ability to manage professional and personal demands. The study seeks to identify the challenges, coping mechanisms, and organizational practices that shape employees’ perceptions of WLB, providing insights that can inform policy, managerial strategies, and workforce sustainability in the hospitality sector.
2.2 Research Objectives
The main objectives of the study are listed below: 
1. To examine the problems and prospects of work life balance of employees in a restaurants.
2. To analyze the status of factors affecting work life balance in restaurants. 
3. To assess the impact of WLB and factors affecting WLB in restaurants. 
4. To understand perception towards work life balance from employees' perspective. 
5. To understand the work life and family life balance done by the employees working in restaurants.
2.3 Research Questions
The research questions associated with the research for the attainment of the research objectives are listed below.
1. What are the existing problems of work life balance among working employees in restaurants? (What are the challenges for attaining work-life balance?) 
2. What are the factors affecting work life balance of employees working in restaurants? 
3. What are the impacts of work life balance? 
4. What is their perception towards work-life balance? 
5. How working employees of restaurants manage their work life and family life?


3.  LITERATURE REVIEW
3.1 Theoretical Basics of Work-Life Balance
The academic discussion on work-life balance (WLB) has undergone a major transformation as compared to the original conceptualisation. Though the construct did not emerge until the 1970s and 80s, it was mainly conceptualized as a unidirectional process in which the requirements of the work domain were perceived to obstruct the needs of the family domain (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). This view has been extended to inquire in a more holistic and inclusive way. Modern literature acknowledges various, overlapping aspects of life that are not limited to the family unit such as personal leisure, community, education, and self-development of an individual (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Guest, 2002). As a result, the current theoretical perspective has been changed to the so-called work life interface, which also takes into account the fact that the connection between work and non-work life is two-sided and can be negative (conflict, interference, strain) or positive (enrichment, facilitation, enhancement) (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006; Haar et al., 2019). 
Work-life conflict occurs in situations where work and non-work role pressures are incompatible with each other, thus creating inter-role conflict (Jang & Zippay, 2011; Mensah et al., 2023). There are three major ways in which this conflict is usually operationalised and each of them is of great relevance to the restaurant industry. Time based conflict, first, happens when the time a certain role requires makes it impossible to fulfill the demands of another physically; the unsociable and long restaurant working hours are a good example to illustrate this case (Carlson et al., 2000). Second, strain-based conflict develops when the stress, fatigue, or anxiety in one role is transferred and leads to poor performance and well-being in the other; the high-pressure service environment is a source of strain that is hard to resist (Michel et al., 2011). Third, behaviour-based conflict occurs when the behaviours needed in one position cannot coexist with the demands of the other (e.g., the assertive and impersonal attitude needed in a busy kitchen could interfere with the nurturing attitude needed in a family setting) (Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985). 
Conversely, the most recent and important concept of work-life enrichment, or facilitation, posits that experiences in one role can actively improve the quality of life in another (D. S., 2024; Kelliher et al., 2019). This beneficial spillover can occur when there is transfer of resources, skills or positive psychological conditions created in one of the fields over to the other (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). For instance, communication and problem-solving skills developed during communication with customers in a restaurant may enhance personal relationships. Though the potential of such enrichment is undeniably in the restaurant industry, the current understanding of the literature states that in most instances the experience of the majority of workforce is rife with conflict as opposed to facilitation (Chiang et al., 2010; Johns, 2010). This disparity can be explained with the help of the theoretical lens of the Conservation of Resources (COR) theory, according to which the stress can follow when citizens believe that something is going to threaten or actual loss of resources they value (time, energy, social support, etc.). The unrelenting heavy demands of restaurant work systematically drain these resources making conflict much more probable than enrichment (Carlson et al., 2000). 
3.2 Determinants of WLB in the Restaurant Industry Structural and Cultural. 
The model of the restaurant industry operations is a constellation of structural and cultural factors that in itself undermine the achievement of a healthy WLB. These are not mere by-products of the industry but are deeply rooted in the business logic and history of the industry. 
3.2.1 Long and Unpredictable and Anti-social Working Hours. 
Scheduling patterns of WLB are the most frequently mentioned obstacle to it in the restaurant industry (Giousmpasoglou, 2024; Wood et al., 2020). The immediate need to serve to the customers in their leisure time forces the staffs to work evenings, weekends, and public holidays, which leads to a significant temporal mismatch with the rhythms of general social and family life (Deery, 2008; Mauno et al., 2013). This imbalance contributes to social isolation and significantly reduces the attendance at family events, childcare and community events (Hughes & Bozionelos, 2007). 
Furthermore, irregular and unpredictable schedules and the widespread use of shift work are one of the primary causes of work-family conflict. Recent studies strongly connect shift work with the violation of the circadian rhythm, subsequently causing inadequate sleep quality, constant fatigue, and many other negative health consequences (Ampofo, 2021; Silva & Costa, 2023). Practices including those of clopenings (when an employee closes the restaurant late in the night and gets back to open it early the following morning) are especially harmful, leaving the worker with little time to rest (Albertsen et al., 2014). Currently, in the UK, the hospitality industry has established a culture where long hours are a norm, and employees who receive salaries often work long hours in excess of the 48-hour per week limit despite the regulations requiring that workers take rest (Blake et al., 2013). The culture of long hours is particularly deep-rooted in the kitchen setting, where 50-60 hours of work a week are perceived as a norm of dedication and professionalism, and an unspoken rule (Robinson et al., 2014). 
3.2.2 Work Intensification and Emotional Labour
In addition to the hours worked, the nature of the work is also one of the key contributors to strain-based conflict. The nature of restaurant work is such that there are spurts of intense pressure and high intensity at times of peak service where multitasking and physical endurance are extreme (Deery, 2008). This work overload is often accompanied by the lack of breaks, which results in physical and mental fatigue (Albertsen et al., 2014; Boamah et al., 2022). 
In addition to physical needs, customer facing jobs require a lot of emotional labour, which is the ability to control emotions and displays to meet the emotional needs of a job(Boles et al., 1997; Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). Employees should have a positive and friendly attitude towards any customer (service with a smile) no matter how they feel or how the problematic customer acts (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). This continual emotional control is psychologically exhausting and is an excellent forecast of emotional exhaustion, which is a fundamental element of burnout (Brotheridge & Grandey, 2002). The strain which is built up due to the combination of both physical and emotional demands wears out energy resources of employees and leaves them with little ability to get involved positively in personal life.
3.2.3 Unstable Work and economic instability
The work-life balance issues that the restaurant industry faces are heightened by the precarious nature of employment status of most of its workers. This type of industry is characterized by a high number of part-time and temporary jobs, as well as zero-hours contracts, especially in the United Kingdom. Although these contractual arrangements can offer flexibility to some people, in the case of most of them, they create instability in incomes and schedules, and thus, planning in personal finances, childcare, and social activities becomes difficult (Kalleberg, 2009; Wood et al., 2020). 
The precarity of working also does not help with the fact that the sector has a reputation of low remuneration, and a significant percentage of workers receive the National Minimum Wage (National Minimum Wage, 2023). Financial stress often forces employees to work longer hours, take on several jobs simultaneously, or take any shifts that allow them to meet subsistence needs, which further translates into a vicious circle of overworking and financial stress (Ahmad, 2022; Machado et al., 2021). Such financial instability or financial fluctuating situation and is a chronic stressor that is a direct contributing factor to strain based work life conflict (Ahmad, 2022).
3.3 The Cardiff and The United Kingdom, in General. 
As much as the above challenges have a global nature, they are shaped and magnified by the specific socio-economic conditions in the United Kingdom and in the city of Cardiff. Over the past several years, the UK hospitality industry has been facing a perfect storm of pressures that includes the chronic labour shortages that came after Brexit, the economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, and the rising operating costs due to inflation. These pressures put a heavy burden on enterprises, and more often than not lead to understaffing. This means that current employees are thus forced to fill a shortage, increase their workloads, and work overtime directly worsening their work-life balance (Alves et al., 2024; Nugraha, 2024). 
The restaurant sector in Cardiff  operates within this challenging national framework but has its own distinct local characteristics. Being a capital city and an academic centre of significant academic activity, it experiences an increased pressure on hospitality services and a workforce demographic that presents peculiar work-life dynamics. 
Student Workforce: A significant portion of the restaurant labour force in Cardiff consists of students of the universities. Although students tend to find part-time jobs because they are considered flexible, they frequently face uncertain scheduling, last-minute work shift changes, and a high level of pressure to balance job related issues and academic workloads, which leads to a high degree of strain-related conflict (Moreau & Leathwood, 2006; Moreo et al., 2024). 
Migrant Labour: The diverse population in the city implies that the hospitality industry is highly dependent on migrant labor force. Such workers might also face extra obstacles to work-life balance, such as lack of family support networks, language barriers, social isolation and little knowledge of employment rights in the UK, which makes them more vulnerable to exploitative scheduling practices (Liu et al., 2021). 
Competitive Market: The thriving and competitive nature of Cardiff food sector, although beneficial to the consumer, puts pressure on businesses to be strict on labour costs. This could be reflected in the lean models of staffing that raise the intensity of work and reduce the flexibility of the schedule of all workers (Baum, 2018). 
3.4 Consequences of Poor Work-Life Balance 
The widespread work-family tension in the restaurant sector have devastating and well-documented impacts on individuals, organizations, and society in general. 
3.4.1 Employee Health and Well-Being
Chronic work-family conflict at the individual level has been one of the major public health concern. It is an effective indicator of burnout, which is a psychological disorder that can be defined as emotional exhaustion, depersonalization (cynicism and detachment), and a loss of a sense of personal accomplishment (Kim et al., 2022). Further, it is closely linked to a range of mental health issues, such as high levels of stress, anxiety, and depression (Amstad et al., 2011; Kim et al., 2022). The interruption of sleep patterns related to shift work is a major factor by which these adverse effects are expressed (Silva & Costa, 2023). On the physical level, the cumulative effects of chronic stress, sleep problems, and the unhealthy lifestyle typically associated with working in restaurants (e.g., irregular eating, excessive consumption of caffeine, etc.) predispose people to cardiovascular diseases, gastrointestinal issues and substance abuse as a maladaptive coping strategy (Jang et al., 2011; Yu et al., 2022). 
3.4.2 Organizational Outcomes: Satisfaction, Performance and Turnover
In the case of restaurant businesses, the cost of having a workforce with poor work-life balance are immense. An extensive amount of research proves that work family conflict has negative relationship with the required job attitudes, such as job satisfaction and organizational commitment (Allen et al., 2020; Karatepe & Karadas, 2014). Uncommitted and not satisfied employees will not be able to deliver on optimal performance, and the quality of the services will suffer, which is essential in a customer-facing industry (Lu et al., 2017). Also, work-family conflict is a primary antecedent of absenteeism and presenteeism (working despite illness), which deter productivity and efficiency in operations (Ganster & Rosen, 2013). 
Above all, work-life imbalance is still one of the best predictors of turnover intention (Abdou et al., 2022; Park et al., 2021). The restaurant sector experiences extraordinarily high turnover rates that serve as the source of and impact the work-life balance issues (Ahmad, 2022). The tense and imbalanced work environment prompts the bright employees to leave the industry altogether, and the consequent understaffing further strains the other employees, thus creating a vicious and expensive cycle (Hinkin & Tracey, 2000). In an already tight labour market that is defining the post-Brexit Cardiff, the reputation of unhealthy work-life balance can significantly limit the ability of an establishment to attract and keep the skilled employees it needs to survive and thrive.
3.5 Possible Interventions and Mitigating Strategies
A multi-faceted approach, which combines organisational strategies, managerial support and personal strategies, is required to address the work-life balance (WLB) crisis. According to empirical literature, formal policies cannot be ignored but their effectiveness is contingent upon a favourable organisational culture.
3.5.1 Organisational Policies and Schedule Control 
Formal, family-supportive policies such as the paid time off, parental leave, and assistance programmes are foundational (Andrade & Neves, 2022; Suprayitno, 2024). However, when it comes to work in a restaurant, a policy that gives the employees more control and predictability in regard to their schedules becomes the most important. Temporal conflict and stress can be significantly reduced with practices like publishing rosters early, having no last minute changes, avoiding clopenings, and using employee feedback on scheduling (Giousmpasoglou, 2024). One of the most important improvement levers is the introduction of fair and transparent rostering systems (Giousmpasoglou, 2024). 
3.5.2 The Crucial Role of Managerial Support
One of the strongest moderators of the work demands/employee well-being relationship is the behaviour of direct supervisors (Gordon & Parikh, 2021; Haar et al., 2019). The negative impact of high job demands can be counteracted by supportive managers who are role models of healthy worklife boundaries and display the characteristics of flexibility and understanding, as well as those who promote the welfare of their staff (Allen, 2001). On the other hand, lack of supervisory support exerts stress and work-family conflict (Thompson et al., 1999). Hence, training managers in family-supportive supervision and people-oriented leadership is one of the high-impact and urgent interventions (Allen, 2001; Maharani & Haeba Ramli, 2024). 
3.5.3 Individual Coping Strategies
A variety of coping strategies are developed by employees themselves to deal with the work-life interface. These encompass behavioural (seeking social support among colleagues and family) and cognitive (dividing work and personal life e.g. mentally disengaging at work during off-hours) strategies or a combination of both to develop flexibility (Sonnentag & Fritz, 2015). However, literature warns that the burden of managing WLB should not fall solely on the individual. The efficacy of these coping strategies is severely limited in the absence of a supportive organisational structure and culture; they can only mitigate, not eliminate, the effects of systematically poor working conditions (Lunau et al., 2014).
3.6 Synthesis and Identification of Research Gap
 The presented literature provides a clear and consistent image: the restaurant industry, with its structural and cultural norms, creates a high-risk situation of severe work-life conflict. This imbalance leads to the devastating, trickle-down effects of the health and well-being of workers and the financial and operational sustainability of the businesses themselves. Although schedule control and managerial support interventions are promising, the overall approach will need a radical change in the industry culture towards the rejection of overwork and the promotion of true prioritisation of employee welfare. 
In spite of this rich body of knowledge there is a gap in the research. The majority of the research is either broad-based to the whole hospitality industry, or is done in a setting other than the UK, and especially in North America. The idea of place-based, qualitative research method that will help to investigate the peculiarities of WLB in the context of the UK restaurant environment is urgently required. To be more precise, there is lack of research that investigates the lived experience of restaurant employees in Cardiff, the city with a unique demographic and economic background. Such a study is needed to clarify the interplay between global and national pressures and local factors in driving WLB outcomes and develop specific actionable recommendations to be taken by restaurant owners, policymakers and industry bodies in Cardiff and other similar cities in the UK.

4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
4.1 Research Design and Philosophy
A qualitative research design is chosen to effectively address the aims of the study, which focus on understanding problems, perception and lived experiences of the employees of a restaurant. It is essentially an interpretivist approach, priotizing the in-depth exploration of personal experience of the participants, meaning and insights. Unlike quantitative methods which seeks to measure and generalize, this qualitative methodology is oriented towards revealing the subtle and multifaceted reality of work-life balance (WLB) in a specific context, which cannot  be represented by means of numbers alone. 
The study is based on pragmatic research philosophy. Pragmatism is especially suitable in research to seek to comprehend a real-world problems from various perspectives. It enables the researcher to concentrate on the research questions and choose the best methods to be used to answer the questions, rather than being constrained by a single philosophical paradigm. This philosophy promotes the exploratory essence of the study, enabling a flexible yet rigorous investigation into the factors affecting WLB from the employees’ own perspectives.
 A inductive research methodology will be applied. Instead of having the set hypotheses to be tested, the research will develop theories and conclusions based on the specifics of the information obtained through the participants. The qualitative design relies on this bottom-up logic, and the themes, patterns, and insights can be identified directly out of the interview transcripts. This aligns perfectly with the objective, which is to comprehend perception of work-life balance among employees in their perspective because it guarantees that the findings are grounded on the real voices of people employed in the restaurants of Cardiff. 
4.2 Population and Sampling Strategy
4.2.1 Target Population 
The targeted research population for the study consists of people who are working in restaurants located in Cardiff, Wales. The research will be inclusive and will include the workers holding a diverse range of roles, such as waiters, chefs, and kitchen workers, and managers. This diversity is essential in creating a holistic and comprehensive picture of working environment and the diverse experience of WLB in working with different post in the hospitality industry. The research paper shall only target adults that are capable of making informed consent i.e. adults aged above 18 years. 
4.2.2 Sampling Method 
Since the research is qualitative and exploratory in nature, non-random probability based sampling strategy will be employed in the identification, selection and recruitment of the participants. This method is not designed for statistical generalization but at attaining the depth and rich data which is the main aim of the study. In particular, the following methods will be taken into consideration: 
Convenience Sampling: This is a sampling technique that includes selecting/picking the individuals that are readily available and willing to participate in the research. The researcher may approach potential participants either by going to the accessible location of restaurants or via preliminary professional contacts in the hospitality sector of Cardiff. This gives a practical beginning point of recruitment. 
Snowball Sampling: This will be employed to provide an increase in the number of participants, which is also referred to as chain-referral sampling. Although they will not be directly involved in the research, existing participants will be requested to assist in identifying other potential participants with whom they may have professional ties and who may provide their experiences during the research. This method is particularly effective for reaching to people in a small or inaccessible group such as hospitality industry. 
Purposive Sampling: This is a strategic method where the researcher targets individuals who meet specific criteria relevant to the research objectives. For this study, purposive sampling will be used to ensure the final sample includes  a diverse mix of positions (e.g., front-of-house vs. back-of-house), types of restaurants (e.g., independent vs. chain), and employment duration. This is to take care of ensuring that a large spectrum of views on WLB is reflected. 
4.3 Sample Size 
The research will select at least six participants in the semi-structured interviews. 

4.4 Data Collection Methods: Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews will be the main and the only way of collecting data in this research. The main reason why this method was selected is that it offers the optimal amount of structure and flexibility allowing to maintain a coherent line of inquiry across all participants and at the same time it offers the freedom to explore unexpected themes and delve deeper into personal experience. 
4.4.1 Interview Procedure 
Each interview is expected to last between 30 and 60 minutes. The interviews will be conducted in various forms depending on the preferences and accessibility of the participants due to their hectic timetable in the restaurants. This can be in-person meetings at a neutral location, telephone calls, or online sessions through such services as Microsoft Teams, or WhatsApp. Following the ethical approval, the whole procedure will take place in a respectful and confidential way with the participants feeling at ease with what is going on and being fully aware of their rights. To address the possible emotional stress, interview questions can be dispatched to members prior to the interview and they will be clearly informed that can withdraw interview at any time without bearing any consequences. 
4.4.2 Interview Instrument and Recording
The interviews will be guided by a schedule of open-ended questions which will be directly aligned with the research objectives and designed to encourage participants to share detailed accounts of their experiences. With the explicit informed consent of each participant, all interviews will be audio-recorded which is essential for capturing the full richness of the conversation and ensuring accuracy during the transcription process. The researcher will make detailed contemporaneous written notes rather than recording the participant in case they do not agree to be recorded.
4.5 Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis Using NVivo Computer Application
After the interviews, the audio recordings will be transcribed word-to-word to form a rich text-based dataset to analyze it. The transcribed file will be imported in NVivo 14 software. After importing, Thematic analysis will be done to analyze the data obtained using these transcripts. It is a common qualitative technique in determining, analyzing and interpreting recurring patterns and themes within a dataset. It is a ideal method to use in this study because it gives the chance to systematically arrange the complex qualitative data into the meaningful or relevant categories which directly address the major research questions. 
The thematic analysis would be carried out in a structured, multi-stage process: 
1. Familiarization: The researcher will read the transcripts of the interviews a number of times to be able to get deeply familiar with the content and begin noting initial ideas. 
2. Initial Code Generation: The researcher will code the whole dataset in a systematic way determining the interesting features of the data which are related to the research questions. Code is defined as a label that captures or describes the content of some data. 
3. Themes Search: The codes will be collated and organized into possible themes. This includes searching of broader patterns of meaning and connections among the codes. 
4. Themes review: The researcher will review the potential themes to make sure that they are distinct, coherent and reflect the dataset accurately. During this stage some of the themes can be refined, fused/combined or abandoned. 
5. Defining and Naming Themes: After the thematic map is satisfactory, the researcher will do a detailed analysis of each theme by writing a clear definition and name that will describe the theme. 
6. Creation of Report: The last step is to write the analysis, which is weaving the theme story of analysis with interesting anonymized quotes of the participants to explain the findings and substantiate the interpretations. 
This rigorous process will make the analysis transparent, credible, and based on the words of the participants directly addressing the purpose of the study to get the understanding of WLB in their own unique perspective. After the completion of the thematic analysis using Nvivo 14, the graphical presentation of the finding will be displayed in word cloud and tree map. 
4.6 The consideration of ethics in practice
The utmost ethical principles should be adhered to during the research process. The methodology has been designed to embed the specific commitments made in the PG2/E1 ethical approval form.
4.6.1 Informed Consent 
Before interview, every potential participant will be provided with a Participant Information Sheet that clarifies the purpose of the study, what will be involved in the data collection and/or study, their rights (including the right to withdraw), how the information will be utilized, and the manner in which the data will be kept confidential. Before conducting any interview, Consent Form will be signed to obtain formal consent. All consent documentation will be kept safely and separately from the interview data. 
4.6.2 Confidentiality and Anonymity 
Strict measures will be implemented in order to safeguard the identity of the participants. All participants will be ensured anonymity and confidentiality in any and every output of the research. This will be achieved by: 
• Assigning a pseudonym or a code to each participant. 
• Deidentifying any potentially identifying information found in transcripts, including the name of a particular workplace, manager or workmate. 
• Making sure that the quotes published cannot be traced back with a person. 
4.6.3 Data Security and Management
All data will be processed strictly following the data protection laws which will include the UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018. Audio recordings and anonymized transcripts of digital data will be stored in password-protected and encrypted personal computer. The main researcher will have the only access to this raw data. All the information will be safely stored for one month after the completion of module, then the information will be disposed of appropriately.



5. FINDINGS: EMERGENT THEMES FROM EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCES
The analysis of the transcribed interviews with six restaurant employees reveals a complex and often contradictory picture of work-life balance (WLB) in the hospitality industry(restaurants) in Cardiff, Wales. While some participants have found ways to manage the demanding environment, a set of powerful and pervasive themes emerged that directly address the research objectives. These themes illustrate the deep-seated challenges employees face, the significant impact on their well-being, their personal perceptions of balance, and the strategies they employ to cope with those challenges.
Theme 1: The Dominance of Unpredictable and Unsocial Scheduling
From the detailed analysis of the study, a central and recurring finding across nearly all interviews was the profound impact of the industry's scheduling practices on employees' lives. This theme encompasses consistent and continuous long working hours, a lack of shift predictability (last minute change in shift), and an absence of employee control, which collectively form the primary structural barrier to achieving WLB.
Long and intense working hours were a common experience. One kitchen porter reported working "between 50 and 60 hours a week" , while another stated he works "mostly more than 8 hours" a day, five days a week. A Chef de Partie described working gruelling shifts of "12 to 13 hours non-stop" during busy periods. Even a manager, who had a more structured schedule, worked 48 hours over four days, consisting of three long shifts and one shorter one. This culture of long hours was exacerbated during peak times. Participants consistently reported that workloads became significantly heavier and more difficult during seasonal events like Christmas, graduation weeks, concerts, and major rugby matches, a hallmark of Cardiff's event-driven economy.
More disruptive than the length of hours was their unpredictability and the lack of employee control. Several participants expressed frustration over schedules that were not fixed and often changed at the last minute. One employee described the scheduling as irregular, stating, "You can't see for sure I'm gonna work on Tuesday... They just give you shifts whenever what whatever they feel". This sentiment was echoed by a Food and Beverage Assistant, who noted that shifts were "always not predictable" and that she "would be told the last minute that I was needed". A chef felt he was "being controlled by the company" and that his schedule depended entirely on the head chef and restaurant bookings. This lack of control makes planning personal activities nearly impossible, creating a constant state of uncertainty.
Interestingly, one manager (UG) presented a contrasting experience, stating his schedule was "generally a predictable 3 weeks" because it was updated in an app namely fourth, which helped him "plan everything ahead". This notable exception suggests that while unpredictable scheduling is rampant, it is not an unavoidable feature of the industry but rather a consequence of specific management practices and systems.

Theme 2: The Psycho-Social Cost of an Imbalanced Life
The demanding nature of the work, driven by the scheduling issues above, exacts a significant toll on the physical, mental, and social well-being of employees. This theme directly addresses the objective concerning the impact of WLB.
Physical and mental exhaustion were frequently reported. The combination of long hours, constant standing, and high pressure leads to burnout, stress, and fatigue. One chef directly linked his work to physical ailments like "back ache knee foot problems" from standing continuously until the shift ends. Another participant identified burnout as stemming from "long shift and constant standing" and noted that unpredictable hours cause "stress and fatigue, especially when finishing a late night shift and then starting early the next day". The mental strain was equally pronounced. An employee described a feeling of dread before his shift: "it just come to my head like, oh God, I'm going to this job again". Another spoke of the loneliness and the "gap between your personal relationship with your family back home in his home country" that the job creates. For many, the job disrupts fundamental life rhythms; as one kitchen porter succinctly put it, "you change your life, work in the night, sleep in the day" , a reality that profoundly affects sleep patterns and overall health, your overall routine and the life pattern.
This exhaustion inevitably spills over into social and family life, leading to isolation and missed commitments. Multiple participants shared experiences of being unable to attend important family events because of work. One employee had to miss a family get-together due to a busy period at the restaurant. Another noted that personal relationships suffered because she "could not always meet my friends or join the family gatherings". For employees who are also students, the challenge is threefold, juggling employment, school, and social obligations, often leading them to "skip out on activities with friends". The consensus was that the job leaves little time or energy for life outside of work; as one participant stated, "you got no time like for yourself" or "to have time good time with your kids or with your family".

Theme 3: Divergent Perceptions of WLB and Employer Values
When asked about their personal understanding of WLB, participants offered definitions centered on control, energy, and separation between life domains. One employee defined it as "how you manage your time and energy between your responsibilities and personal life". A administrative employee described it as meeting job demands "without sacrificing your personal life, your health and your relationships". A chef emphasized the importance of boundaries, suggesting good WLB means "you shouldn't get any notification or you just you shouldn't just got the text from your boss" on days off.
However, there was a stark divergence in their perceptions of whether their employers valued this balance. Several participants expressed a cynical view, believing that the business's financial interests (the main objective of business is to make profit) were the sole priority. One employee stated bluntly, "I don't think they value my work like my last really... I think they just wanted me to work for them and they don't care anything else than the assigned task". A chef echoed this, suggesting that employers are "all just focused on something just definitely they just try to motivate us with only the benefits" rather than fostering genuine WLB.
In powerful contrast, the manager felt his employer truly valued the well-being of its staff. He explained, "their core value is all about respect. It's all about looking after each other... they are really helping in order to maintain good work life balance within the company". This positive perception was linked to tangible policies like guaranteed birthdays off, predictable schedules, and a supportive management team. This contrast is a critical finding, demonstrating that while a culture of disregard for WLB is common, it is not universal. The attitude of management and the implementation of supportive policies can create a significantly different reality for employees, even within the same demanding industry and city.

Theme 4: Coping Strategies, Support Systems, and the Financial Imperative
Faced with these challenges, employees have developed a range of strategies to cope and balance their lives, heavily relying on informal support networks and driven by an overarching financial need.
Individual coping mechanisms of the different participants varied. Some were found passive, such as sleeping to manage stress. Others were proactive, like the manager who emphasized staying organized, planning his schedule carefully, and using hobbies like cycling and reading to "disconnect from work". Staying positive and using humour with colleagues was another strategy mentioned to get through difficult shifts.
A more critical coping resource was the support from colleagues. The ability to swap shifts was repeatedly cited as a vital informal practice that allowed employees to attend to personal needs. This peer-to-peer support system often functioned as a crucial buffer when formal policies were lacking or inflexible. As one participant explained, "My colleagues are supportive... if we have our personal commitment I can swap with my colleague".
Underpinning all these experiences is the financial imperative. For several employees, particularly immigrants, the motivation to endure the difficult conditions was explicitly financial. One employee directly articulated the trade-off: "if I want to balance my work and personal life, I will be short of money". He later added that the ability to make more money than friends in other sectors was the key motivation. This financial pressure creates a difficult dilemma, forcing employees to sacrifice personal well-being and time with family to pay bills and support themselves. This finding reveals that WLB is not simply a matter of personal choice or time management but is constrained by economic necessity. When asked for suggestions to improve WLB, one employee gave a simple yet profound answer: "employ more people", a solution that would directly reduce the workload and pressure on the existing team.
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6. CONCLUSION
This qualitative exploration into the work-life balance of restaurant employees in Cardiff provides a nuanced and deeply human perspective on the challenges inherent in the industry. The findings, grounded in the lived experiences of the participants, offer significant insights that address the study's core objectives and contribute to our understanding of this critical issue.
6.1 Summary of Contributions
This research makes several key contributions. First, it confirms and contextualizes the structural challenges of WLB in the restaurant sector within the specific setting of Cardiff. The findings vividly illustrate how long hours, unpredictable schedules, and intense, event-driven peak periods create a perfect storm for work-life conflict. Second, the study highlights the severe psycho-social consequences of this imbalance, documenting its negative impact on employees' physical health (fatigue, sleep disruption), mental health (stress, dread, loneliness), and social well-being (missed family events, strained relationships). Third, and perhaps most significantly, this study reveals the heterogeneity of the employee experience. By contrasting the overwhelmingly positive account of one manager with the more challenging experiences of others, the research demonstrates that poor WLB is not an inevitable fate for restaurant workers. Instead, it is heavily mediated by management culture, supportive policies, and the use of effective scheduling systems. This finding challenges the fatalistic view that the industry cannot change and points directly to the pivotal role of the employer in shaping the work-life reality of their staff. Finally, the research underscores the powerful financial imperative that compels many employees, particularly immigrants, to endure these difficult conditions, adding a crucial layer of socio-economic context to the discussion of WLB.
6.2 Limitations of the Study
It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this research. As a qualitative study, the sample size is small and was recruited through non-random sampling methods (convenience, snowball, purposive). Therefore, the findings are not statistically generalizable to the entire population of restaurant workers in Cardiff. The insights generated are intended to provide depth and understanding rather than broad prevalence. Furthermore, the data relies on the self-reported experiences of the participants, which are subject to memory and personal bias. The scope is also limited to Cardiff, and the experiences of employees in other Welsh cities or rural areas may differ.
6.3 Recommendations
Based on the emergent findings, the following recommendations are proposed to improve work-life balance in Cardiff's restaurant industry:
For Restaurant Owners and Managers:
1. Prioritize Predictable and Fair Scheduling: Invest in modern scheduling software, as exemplified by the positive experience of one participant. Rotas should be provided well in advance to allow employees to plan their personal lives. The practice of last-minute changes should be minimized.
2. Invest in Staffing Levels: As directly suggested by an employee, hiring more staff can reduce excessive workloads, minimize the need for overtime, and alleviate the burnout that leads to high turnover.
3. Cultivate a Supportive Management Culture: Train managers to be empathetic and supportive of employees' personal needs. Foster an environment where requests for time off are treated with respect and where employees are not contacted on their days off. Address disrespectful behavior from senior staff, which was cited as a reason for considering leaving a job.
4. Recognize Non-Financial Needs: While pay is a key motivator, employers must recognize that well-being extends beyond financial benefits. As one chef advised, companies should focus on supporting employees "psychologically, mentally" to foster loyalty and reduce turnover.
For Future Research:
1. Quantitative Survey: A larger-scale quantitative study could be conducted across Cardiff to determine the prevalence of the issues identified in this qualitative research and to statistically test the relationship between scheduling practices, management support, and employee outcomes (e.g., job satisfaction, turnover intention).
2. Comparative Study: Research comparing the WLB policies and outcomes between independent restaurants and large chains within Cardiff could provide valuable insights into best practices.
3. Longitudinal Research: A longitudinal study that tracks a cohort of restaurant employees over several years would be beneficial for understanding the long-term effects of this work on their physical and mental health, career progression, and family life.
In conclusion, while the restaurant industry presents formidable challenges to achieving a healthy work-life balance, this study shows that positive change is possible. By embracing supportive management, fair scheduling, and adequate staffing, Cardiff's restaurants can create more sustainable and humane workplaces that not only benefit their employees but also contribute to the long-term health and success of the industry itself.


PART III: REFLECTIONS
This module Converting Research Into Practice (LCDB7010) has been a profound journey of learning, extending far beyond the academic exploration of work-life balance. It marked a critical transition from understanding research methods in theory to applying them in practice, a process that was both challenging and deeply rewarding. My reflections center on the development of my qualitative research skills, the ethical responsibilities of engaging with participants, and the instrumental role of software like NVivo in transforming raw data into meaningful insights.
The research project was a transformative experience, moving my understanding of qualitative methods from abstract theory to practical application. The semi structured interviews were a powerful lesson in active listening and building rapport, allowing me to explore and capture the authentic, often challenging, lived experiences of restaurant employees. Handling these personal stories reinforced the profound ethical responsibility of a researcher to ensure confidentiality respect participants. Initially, trying to convince the participant, getting rejections from the targeted participant, waiting hours to take interview, facing hours of raw interview transcripts, highlighting the gap between data collection and meaningful analysis was a daunting task.
This is where engaging with qualitative data analysis software (NVivo) became pivotal. It provided the essential structure to manage the complexity of the data. By systematically coding the transcripts, I could deconstruct the narratives into manageable segments and group these codes into thematic nodes. This process was instrumental in identifying the emergent themes presented in the findings, such as the pervasive issue of unpredictable scheduling and its impact on well-being. NVivo did not perform the analysis, but it facilitated a rigorous and transparent process, enabling me to see connections and contrasts across the different interviews with clarity. This practical application was fundamental in developing my skills and confidence as a qualitative research practitioner, equipping me with robust methodology for transforming individual voices into coherent, evidence-based insights. Last but not the least, the guidance from my module supervisor Dr. Helen Lee with love and care really motivated me to give my best. The way she made me and my friends understand everything related to qualitative research methods and the use of NVivo was praiseworthy. Additionally, the NVivo guide of Dr. Helen and our DBA program director Dr. Caroline Jawad was really helpful for the completion of studies.
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