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This research aims to explore how flexible working hours affect work-life balance and turnover intentions among working students in the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). Although the available literature tends to consider workplace flexibility as a supportive job resource, this study examines how it can be practically applied to students in low-wage sectors. The qualitative, interpretivist approach was used and primary data was gathered using 10 semi-structured interviews with students who are actively employed. 
The results indicate an important Flexibility Paradox. Flexible scheduling is actively used by employers as a negative tool to serve the needs of operation without much consideration to university timetables. As a result, students suffer severe physical exhaustion and mental fatigue due to the role conflict. Moreover, the research opposes conventional staff retention models. Despite such a high motivation to leave these jobs because of managerial hostility, students are caught up in such jobs because of strong financial pressure and the increased cost of living. Lastly, the study points to a mismatch between company well-being regulations and the truth on the shop-floor. 
This study identified that existing flexibility model fail to ensure the well-being of the students. It suggests immediate structural changes, such as a mutually acceptable practice of scheduling and consolidated university schedules, in order to truly benefit the working students. 
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[bookmark: _Toc241142509]1.1 Background
Flexible working is now one of the most popular issues in contemporary employment (Amirul and Shaari, 2021). Flexible hours are commonly utilised by businesses in different industries to recruit and retain employees. These work-life balance policies are designed to enhance the overall balance of work and life among employees. Having a good work-life balance enables people to balance their work and personal responsibilities effectively (Olawale et al., 2017). Nonetheless, the modern workforce is evolving at a high rate. A very significant portion of this workforce now consists of university students. Such students work part-time jobs due to the need to finance their current learning (Perna, 2023). This financial assistance is necessary to survive due to the increased cost of courses, cost of living and the high cost of accommodation.
Therefore, retail, hospitality, and healthcare are some of the sectors where many university students are employed (Cheese, 2020). Companies tend to promote these particular positions as very flexible. Employers argue that this flexibility is aimed at enabling students to comfortably juggle their classes in the university and their shifts. Their flexible contract gives a huge advantage to the student employee.
Nevertheless, it is a highly challenging task to combine strict academic work and paid jobs (Bartlett et al., 2021). University degrees are demanding in terms of mental concentration and effort. Students are required to work to tight deadlines on their assignments, they often have to work in teams, and they must attend compulsory lectures. Meanwhile, part-time employment requires great physical and mental effort (Mathuews, 2018). This presents an extremely difficult two-sided role for the student. The conventional traditional literature on human resources indicates that this heavy burden is supposed to be alleviated by flexible working hours. It presumes that workplace flexibility is a useful resource to an employee. Theoretically, it will assist students to lessen stress, decentralise time, and prevent complete burnout.
Regardless of these corporate assertions, the issue of student well-being is a significant academic and social issue (Samaratunga and Kamardeen, 2025). Another operational problem posed to businesses is the high turnover of employees in low-paying industries. Employers always have a problem in keeping their student employees (Amponsah et al., 2020). The theories of work-life balance traditionally target older, full-time corporate workers. Their attention is seldom directed to the distinct pressures that young university students have. These students are struggling to establish their future work lives, while surviving the current financial situation. Hence, it is essential to have a clear picture of how flexible working really works in the context of this particular population. This study explores these dynamics in the workplace. It discusses the question of whether flexible working hours can really assist or proactively damage students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD).
[bookmark: _Toc241142510]1.2 Research Problem
There is a considerable academic knowledge gap in the literature on flexible working arrangements for students currently. Most human resources studies only consider full-time corporate workers who are balancing work and family. There is very limited empirical research on the special demographic of part-time working higher education students. The pressures of life that these students encounter are completely different to those of ordinary employees. Their main work is their university studies. This is a form of education with no movable deadlines, field work requirements, and compulsory attendance. 
Part-time jobs are often promoted as highly flexible, but this essentially translates into that employers seek cheap labour which is often offered by the students (Heikkilä, 2024). But the fact of this flexibility can be extremely problematic on the shop floor. Flexibility in the workplace has been shown to be one-sided. It can be very useful to the day-to-day running of the business, instead of helping the academic needs of the student. Managers frequently change work schedules at the last minute. This poses serious time clashes to the student workers. Students often must decide between a mandatory lecture and maintaining their employment. 
As a result, working students have a great deal of role conflict and extreme physical fatigue (Rahmatika and Pranitasari, 2019). Such intense stress has a direct negative effect on their studies. It also gives a heavy psychological urge to leave their jobs. Nevertheless, they are usually compelled to work in these unfriendly conditions due to financial desperation and the high cost of living (Summer et al., 2025). This poses an extremely multifaceted retention issue that cannot be attributed to the traditional employee turnover models. In the meantime, students experience extreme academic and psychological effects. This work deals with this critical, under-researched issue. It aims to discover the actual effects of flexible working hours on the work-life balance and turnover intentions among UWTSD students. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142511]1.3 Aim and Objectives
Research Aim: This study aims to determine the true impact of flexible working hours on the work-life balance and employee turnover of working students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.
Research Objectives
1. To assess how flexible working hours might affect the general work-life balance of students who work during their studies at UWTSD and by extension potentially other Universities. 
2. To explore how flexible working opportunities are associated with the intention to quit employment among this student population.
3. To discover operational and management problems that organisations encounter in the implementation of flexible working policies for student employees.
4. To suggest strong measures that managers can take to enhance student employee retention via highly flexible work practices.
[bookmark: _Toc241142512]1.5 Significance of the Study
The study is of great importance to both the scholarly literature and real-life business management. This study will fill the gap in the existing literature by providing up-to-date information about the impact of flexibility. It demonstrates that one-sided flexibility is an extreme job demand instead of a helpful job resource. 
This research can also provide valuable insights to employers in sectors such as retail, hospitality, and healthcare. The given industries are very dependent on student labour in order to cover work operations. Nevertheless, there are many occasions where it can be held that there could exist employee dissatisfaction and burnout. Through this research, managers are able to form a clear picture of the demands on Student time and commitments.  They will be able to know why their current flexible working policies may be impacting in a negative way on the shop floor. The research provides easy to understand practical suggestions on how to enhance scheduling behaviour. These practical changes will assist businesses to increase retention of staff and greatly lower the cost of recruitment. 
Moreover, the study is of great importance to educational institutions such as UWTSD. It reveals the harsh physical and psychological states that employed students must face day after day. This critical information can be used by universities to revise their internal support services to students. It highlights the urgent need for consolidated teaching timetables and targeted mental health resources. In the end, this work provides a sense of voice to a working student. It also highly promotes fairer employment practices that really respect their main aim, which is to have a higher education degree. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142513]1.6 Scope of the Study
This study is limited to the experiences of the present-day university student. In particular, it focuses on active students who are presently studying at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). 
Moreover, the study is limited to students who are actively working in paid, part-time jobs. It explores roles in typical student job areas in depth. Such sectors are retail, healthcare, IT and high-end hospitality. The research narrowly focuses on the immediate effect of flexible working hours and zero-hour contracts. It strictly disqualifies those students who are jobless at present. This study did not include students from other universities. It only focused on the working students of UWTSD. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142514]1.7 Summary of Methodology
This paper uses a qualitative, exploratory research design to examine the multi-faceted realities of dual-role management. It is based on an interpretivist philosophy, which is best suited to study the lived experiences of participants (Žukauskas et al., 2018). The study employs an inductive approach to construct general themes based on the data. 
Ten semi-structured interviews with actively employed UWTSD students were used as primary data. This form of conversation enabled a detailed discussion of academic stress and flexible working. Each interview was recorded and transcribed word-by-word to avoid inaccuracies. To analyse the data, thematic content analysis was used. All the data was categorised under proper themes. During this study, all the ethical considerations regarding the consent form and anonymity of the participants were strictly followed. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142515]1.8 Deliverables
There are two main deliverables of this research. The first one is the dissertation itself. It has an extensive literature review, a thorough qualitative methodology, and thematic analysis of the primary data. The second deliverable is the empirical evidence collected on student employment. This contains the ten interview transcripts of the practical experiences of working UWTSD students. These records offer abundant qualitative data that can be used as a resource in future research work.
This study also provides evidence-based recommendations to the employers and the universities. This study gives explicit plans on how to restructure scheduling procedures and how to close the gigantic discrepancy between corporate policy and shop-floor reality. These practical recommendations will assist organisations to improve student retention as well as proactively contribute to the welfare of their youthful employees.
[bookmark: _Toc241142516]1.9 Structure of the Study
The dissertation is well structured into five chapters. Chapter 1 presents the background, research problem, aims and significance of the study. Chapter 2 critically reviews the available scholarly literature on flexible working, work-life balance, and employee turnover. It also describes the main theoretical frameworks of the study. In Chapter 3, the qualitative research methodology, data collection and thematic analysis procedures are outlined. The main findings of the student interviews are offered in Chapter 4 and critically discussed in relation to literature and theories. Lastly, Chapter 5 concludes the whole research project, identifies limitations of the study, gives recommendations on future research, and gives practical recommendations for employers and universities. 
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[bookmark: _Toc233891066][bookmark: _Toc241142518]2.1 Introduction
Flexible working hours have become one of the most significant practices in the business environment currently. In order to attract, retain and have employees that are both engaged and effective in their role, an organisation should explore policies that allow for flexible working arrangements (Timms et al., 2015). Indeed, according to Avgoustaki and Bessa (2019), these flexible working arrangements include flexible hours and aspects such as home working and term-time scheduling. It can even allow employees to prepare their own schedules. As a result, they could fulfil their duty both at home and at the workplace. It is highly applicable in the case of university students, who need to attend their classes and make time for their jobs. As a result, it is hypothesised that inflexible working hours are likely to lead to high labour turnover and a negative impact on business performance, given the cost of replacement or lost services to organisations and their customers.  There may well be other distractions for the employee themselves in needing to find other work or deal with unrealistic demands on time. 
The current literature, such as Guoqiang and Bhaumik (2024); White and Maniam (2020), mostly emphasises the impact on organisations, including the private and public sector. However, only a few studies, such as Hendrawan et al. (2025), focus on working students and their outcomes, along with the impact on businesses.  
Through this literature review, existing literature within the scope of flexible working hours will be reviewed to identify the most salient themes in flexible working. It is expected there will be a need for some adaptation to the student-working context. The literature review will also highlight a specific theoretical framework, which will be Role Conflict theory in this study. The themes in the literature will be created as per the objectives of the study. 
[bookmark: _Toc233891067][bookmark: _Toc241142519]2.2 The Current Landscape of Flexible Working Across Sectors
In recent years, flexible working has evolved in different industries in a great way. In order to see its effect, it is first necessary to check the larger picture. Paulišić et al. (2024) claim that workplace flexibility is not a temporary action anymore. According to them, it is one of the biggest new trends that have completely changed the way businesses are conducted nowadays. This tendency implies new trends in scheduling and telecommuting. In their systematic review, Athanasiadou and Theriou (2021) note that many organisations have adopted permanent teleworkers. This has transformed the conventional office set up. It makes managers reconsider the way they manage their employees and evaluate productivity.
The adoption of flexible working models also has a wide impact outside of the office. According to Yu et al. (2019), flexible working transforms the urban environment and the planning of cities. A reduction in the number of people commuting to a central office on a daily basis has an impact on the local economy and transport. Yu et al. (2019) demonstrate that flexibility is a huge structural transformation of the general workforce, and not a mere human resources policy. Thus, companies need to adjust to these macro-level shifts in order to survive.
Nevertheless, Wang and Xie (2023) demonstrate that such a shift is not necessarily good. The effectiveness of flexible working is subject to strong opposing opinions. Wang and Xie (2023) point out that the effect it has on workers can be both beneficial and detrimental. On the one hand, flexible arrangements may enhance the performance of employees and increase their innovation rates due to a feeling of trust and increased control. Wang and Xie (2023), on the other hand, believe it can result in new pressures unless addressed appropriately. 
Flexibility is not a solution to all the issues in the workplace. Rhaditsya and Prahastiwi (2023) note that in some cases, virtual flexibility causes isolation of employees and miscommunication. Conversely, Chung and Van der Lippe (2018) explain that flexible arrangements may actively foster gender equality and enhance work-life balance, when they have clear boundaries. It must be well managed in any industry. Considering these wider industry trends by Paulišić et al. (2024) and others, flexible working policies should be planned thoroughly. This broad background is important prior to discussing the application of these same policies to particular groups, like university students.
[bookmark: _Toc233891068][bookmark: _Toc241142520]2.3 Broader Perspectives on Work-Life Balance in the Non-Student Workforce
It is essential to examine how work-life balance (WLB) influences ordinary non-student employees before delving into studies on the effects of work-life balance on university students. WLB policies have been extensively debated in the general labour force but are considered to be essential to retain employees. Brennan (2018) researched the retail sector and supported the idea that WLB policies have a positive influence on job satisfaction to a great extent. Brennan (2018) discovered that such policies enhance organisational commitment and motivation among part-time and full-time employees. This implies that as workers feel that the employer recognises their personal time, they will put more effort into the company.
Equally, Setiawan et al. (2020) investigated the effect of policies of WLB on part-time employees versus full-time employees. Their research stated that offering policies that are flexible allows employees to balance their personal lives beyond the workplace, which results in greater job satisfaction. Interestingly, Setiawan et al. (2020) prove that part-time workers need these policies just as much as full-time workers do. According to Oktosatrio and Liu (2019), there is a wrong claim by some managers that part-time employees already have sufficient free time and do not require additional flexibility. However, Setiawan et al. (2020) dispel this perception by demonstrating that even part-time employees experience important work-life conflicts that need official policy assistance.
Moreover, flexible work schedules have been a controversial topic on whether they affect retention of staff. A more complex relationship was observed in highly educated employees who were studied by Gašic and Berber (2023). Gašić and Berber (2023) reasoned that the flexibility does not prevent job turnover. Instead, they discovered that employee engagement is an intermediating factor between flexible working and turnover intentions. It implies that flexible working can only lower turnover when it makes the employee feel more involved in their work, not overloaded and ideally more in control They may leave their jobs regardless of the flexibility because they may feel isolated for example as Rhaditstya and Prahastiwi (2023) had once cautioned.
Although these studies are an excellent insight into the standard workforce, the demands of university students are a different argument. Normal workers mostly balance family, leisure or second jobs with their main jobs. But academic deadlines and classes are an added stress that students face. According to Mwando et al. (2021), the perception of flexible working arrangements in higher education is associated with specific challenges to both the staff and students. The wider literature demonstrates that WLB policies are critical and multifaceted, which need to be modified to address the dual-role case of students working part-time.
[bookmark: _Toc233891069][bookmark: _Toc241142521]2.4 The Distinct Demographic of the Part-Time Working University Student
Aman-Ullah et al. (2024) indicate that there is a significant gap in the study. The majority of empirical research on flexible working is limited to full-time business professionals. This creates a huge gap in terms of the population of part-time working university students. Working students have an entirely different set of demands compared to normal employees, who want to balance work with family or leisure. According to Yuniawan and Franksiska (2025), students find themselves in a complicated environment when their academic load is piled with their employment obligations. To these students, studying is the main occupation that has strict rules of attendance and strict deadlines. Thus, the conventional notion about the work-life balance should be redefined to incorporate academic study as one of the significant life aspects.
Moreover, the character of the employment of students differs frequently as compared to the corporate jobs analysed by Brennan (2018) or Gašic and Berber (2023). According to Syaputra and Adrian (2025), part-time jobs and shift-based jobs are an important source of income for working students to maintain their studies. These positions may be lacking formal flexibility policies of typical corporate setups. Mwando et al. (2021) point out that the application of flexible working arrangements in the context of higher education is associated with peculiar challenges. The reason is that the university education of the student should be the main priority of the student, not the job. Nevertheless, the reliability and punctuality are required by employers. This presents a direct conflict between the strict timetable of university classes and the business requirements. 
It is easy to believe that any form of flexibility in the workplace is beneficial to students, but Maharani et al. (2020) offer contrary evidence. Maharani et al. (2020) carried out research among postgraduate working students and posited that the significant positive effects of formal flexible working practices on student work-life balance are not always high. Maharani et al. (2020) refute the belief that structural flexibility suffices and prove that intrinsic motivation of a student is a more critical attribute in reality. According to them, when a student is well motivated, he/she will manage to balance work and study despite the official policies of the company.
However, the argument put forward by Hendrawan et al. (2025) is very different. According to Hendrawan et al. (2025), bad management and harsh workloads can ultimately ruin intrinsic motivation. Hendrawan et al. (2025) demonstrate that formal work-life balance is a key safety net that can help to keep students satisfied with their jobs and avoid their resignation. This discussion demonstrates that the working university student who works part-time is an extremely different group. They cannot be handled in the same manner as full-time corporate employees. 
[bookmark: _Toc233891070][bookmark: _Toc241142522]2.5 The Effect of Flexible Working Hours on Student Work-Life Balance 
Work-life balance refers to the state in which an individual can spend his or her time effectively to balance out work, family and personal interests. The literature shows the conflicting perspectives on the effectiveness of flexible working in providing such a balance. 
Many, such as Shagvaliyeva and Yazdanifard (2014); Abid and Barech (2017), agree that flexible working hours enhance work-life balance. Ernanda and Fazlurrahman (2023) showed that flexible working arrangements have a positive and significant impact on the lives of student workers. Students are able to adjust to their university schedules easily when they are at liberty to choose when to work. On the same note, Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019) opined that work-life balance has a positive and significant relationship with flexible working arrangements. They discovered that flexibility enables employees to meet their non-work obligations, which brings about a healthier and happier lifestyle. Similar results were demonstrated by Subramaniam et al. (2020), who demonstrated that freedom in working time and location decreases physical stress and makes workers happier. 
Nevertheless, the negative aspects of the concept of flexibility are also anticipated in the literature, where it is stated as a double-edged sword. Subramaniam et al. (2020) claimed that flexible employment, particularly home working, erases the boundary between work and free time. From the findings of Subramaniam et al. (2020), it can be observed that students may be forced to work late at night, which leads to extreme tiredness and mind stress. Rhaditstya and Prahastiwi (2023) also included that flexible work arrangements may decrease stress, but working outside the office may lead to miscommunication and isolation. 
Interestingly, in a study dedicated to postgraduate working students, unexpected results were discovered. According to the results of Maharani et al. (2020), flexible working practices may not have such a strong impact on the work-life balance of student workers. They claimed that just the flexibility of hours is not sufficient. Rather, Maharani et al. (2020) demonstrated that intrinsic motivation can be an important factor in overriding other considerations.  It is argued that if a student is well motivated intrinsically, they will engage with the job role and seek ways to balance this as far as possible. However, poor people management and overwork will override such intrinsic motivation over time, and WLB policies and labour flexibility will be an effective safety net and get the best long-term performance of the worker.
Finally, the literature indicates that although flexible working hours tend to provide students with the much-needed time, it is not an all-purpose solution. It enables management of time and sustains motivation in an individual, ensuring that the work and study activities do not entirely consume the personal life of the student.
[bookmark: _Toc233891071][bookmark: _Toc241142523]2.6 Flexible Working Opportunities and Turnover Intentions
Employee turnover is a longstanding challenge in the current business environment that leads to enormous financial and operational issues. Literature indicates that there is a very close relationship between work-life balance, job satisfaction, and an employee leaving a job. 
Prabhu et al. (2026) postulated that work-life balance is directly related to employee turnover. When students are too stressed from trying to balance study and work, they simply quit. According to many authors, this can be prevented by flexible working arrangements. Shilpakar et al. (2024) demonstrated that employee engagement and turnover plans are directly positively affected by highly flexible work arrangements. Also, Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019) suggested that flexible working conditions result in job satisfaction, and satisfied employees are significantly less inclined to leave the organisation. They described how employees reward the company by giving it more dedication and loyalty when the employers assist them to manage their work and personal lives. 
Nevertheless, the literature has opposing reports about the simplicity of such a solution. Caillier (2018), cited by Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019), discovered that teleworking does not necessarily lower turnover, although other alternative schedules could. It implies that merely allowing a student to work at home could not be sufficient to prevent a dropout. In making a very strong counter-argument, Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019) point out that formal flexible working hours are frequently not enough in themselves. They greatly resisted the notion that structural flexibility is sufficient. According to their results, flexibility of policies is practically useless when it is not backed by real managers and entrenched in the very organisational culture. Hence, flexible working may decrease turnover, but it should be accompanied by a good working environment.  
[bookmark: _Toc233891072][bookmark: _Toc241142524]2.7 Operational and Management Challenges in Implementing Flexibility
Flexible working is appropriate for the students, as they need to attend their classes and exams. However, it might be challenging for the managers to schedule different working hours as per the needs of different students.
Communication is one of the largest problems that have been detected in the literature. Clarke and Holdsworth (2017), as cited by Rhaditstya and Prahastiwi (2023), argued that there are often massive difficulties in supervising flexible workers and maintaining informal communication. Student workers cannot easily communicate with their team when they are doing their jobs at various times or at home. Thus, remote working can cause misunderstandings in communication and make employees feel like they are not in the loop. This is a communication deficiency that may damage the teamwork, which a company depends on. 
The issue of monitoring employee performance and trust is another issue. Subramaniam et al. (2020) believed that the achievement of flexible working arrangements relies on the conditions established by organisations to measure the performance of employees. When employees are not under supervision, managers may question their capacity to perform their duties. This distrust causes managers to be hesitant to provide flexible hours. 
Lastly, the literature indicates that organisations are finding it difficult to create a culture that really supports such policies. According to Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019), the efforts of flexibility are pointless in cases where they are not encouraged and integrated into the main culture. This implies that the primary management issue is not only the development of a flexible schedule, but also the fact that the managers must be trained to tolerate and accommodate the students utilising it.  
[bookmark: _Toc233891073][bookmark: _Toc241142525]2.8 Optimising Flexible Frameworks to Enhance Student Retention?
According to the issues presented in the above section, the literature offers potential insights which can be investigated with various employers. To start with, managers may need to enhance their communication skills. Omondi and K’obonyo (2018) believed that organisations should train managers about better feedback and communication. When managers employ the right technology, such as instant messaging or video conferencing, the flexible workers will feel part of the team. Constant communication helps the students to avoid isolation and misunderstandings, which are known to lead to quitting. 
Firms should could work on time flexibility for students. In their study, Ernanda and Fazlurrahman (2023) demonstrated that time flexibility has a smaller descriptive statistical impact in comparison to flexible places. Due to this, they stated that employers should pay special attention to the implementation of time flexibility among employees who are also students, so that they can request working hours that accommodate their classes. Providing students with control over their timing of work is a powerful step to enhancing their performance and retention. 
In addition, the Author feels that the students could be better supported by the company culture. Clarke and Holdsworth (2017) showed that the benefits of flexible working arrangements are greatly increased when line managers promote them and have a positive attitude towards them. The manager must not consider it as a burden. Rather it flexible working hours should be considered as a tool for employee retention. Moreover, managers have to assist in creating student motivation. According to the results of Maharani et al. (2020), intrinsic motivation takes first place in the balance between work and family life. They argued that if an individual has inner motivation, they can balance their work and personal life even if they experience stress. 
[bookmark: _Toc233891074][bookmark: _Toc241142526]2.10 Theoretical Framework
[bookmark: _Toc233891075][bookmark: _Toc241142527]2.10.1 Perspectives on Role Conflict
Role Conflict Theory can be argued to be a core thread that ties the other research together. It is useful to have a theoretical framework that can guide the research and be aware of the fundamental issues students experience.
When an individual is required to fulfil two different roles, role conflicts occur. According to Khawaldeh (2023), role conflict and role ambiguity result in high levels of pressure and even stress due to the fact that the person is pulled between two conflicting needs and is unable to meet all the demands. Employment offers some financial security, may sustain studies and can be part of a career strategy which are all important drivers.
For the target population of this study, the conflict is between the student role and the employee role. Students are supposed to go to classes, do assignments and prepare for exams. Meanwhile, their employers require them to report at the right time, be efficient and achieve work goals. Since a day has only twenty-four hours, being a perfect student and a perfect worker puts a lot of strain, both psychologically and physically.
Wang and Xie (2023) believed that inter-role conflict could be mitigated and explained through flexible working arrangements. The conflict between the classes and work shifts is reduced by providing the student with control over the schedule. This strategy is intended to help in the general welfare of the employee. Moreover, Prabhu et al. (2026) revealed that the negative immediate effects are experienced in cases where role conflict is high at work. They reasoned that role conflict kills the work-life balance of an individual, and this directly leads to the desire by the employee to leave his or her job. Thus, the Role Conflict Theory is ideally suited to explain why flexible working hours are a needed instrument to allow students to balance their two life responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc233891076][bookmark: _Toc241142528]2.10.2 The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model
In order to grasp the stress that working students experience, it can also be helpful to consider the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model. Bakker et al. (2023) explain that the JD-R theory divides working conditions into two main categories: job demands and job resources. Job demands refer to the physical, psychological or social job factors that demand continuous effort and stress. Among working students, these pressures are hard work schedules, customer complaints, and excessive academic work. Job resources on the other hand are the factors that assist employees to attain work objectives, decrease job requirement and encourage individual development.
Vermeer (2025) uses JD-R model by examining the role of flexible work schedules as a vital job resource. In its argument, Vermeer (2025) indicates that flexible working provides employees the freedom they require to manage the very high demand and complexity of the task at hand. Within the framework of the current study, the flexible work hours can be seen as a resource which directly cushions such intense demands of university life. When a student can have the resource of time flexibility, he or she is able to handle his/her academic demands without experience of a severe burnout.
Furthermore, Demerouti and Bakker (2023) show that the JD-R theory is especially relevant during times of high pressure or crisis. Demerouti and Bakker (2023) claim that job resources become most beneficial when the job demands are very high. As students are under a lot of pressure during exam periods, flexible working hours are a crucial resource to get through these high-demand periods without leaving their jobs.
Nonetheless, the literature has a going debate concerning the purity of flexible working. Wang and Xie (2023) present a different perspective by applying the JD-R model to demonstrate a two-sided sword effect. Wang and Xie (2023) believe that flexibility is a resource, but lack of boundaries in highly flexible work may turn into a new job requirement. When an employer anticipates the student to be available at any time simply because his/her hours can be adjusted, it adds to mental fatigue. Thus, Wang and Xie (2023) suggest that flexibility should be coupled with limits to be a positive resource.
[bookmark: _Toc233891077][bookmark: _Toc241142529]2.10.3 Synthesis and Primary Theoretical Thrust
Although this literature review ensures that several views are considered, there is a need to determine the main area of the study. The Job Demands-Resources model offered by Bakker et al. (2023) is extremely useful in the context of the general balance of workplace stress and resources. But this paper purposefully takes Role Conflict Theory as its main theoretical thrust. Role Conflict Theory directly deals with the problem of being torn between two completely opposite identities, as Khawaldeh (2023) demonstrates. Since the particular target group of the study experiences an ongoing, daily conflict between their identity as a student of the UWTSD University and their identity as an employee, Role Conflict Theory contributes to the previously under-researched area.
[bookmark: _Toc233891078][bookmark: _Toc241142530]2.11 Conclusion and Research Gaps
As per the literature review, it has been identified that flexible working arrangements have both benefits and disadvantages. While many authors believe that it reduces the employee turnover rate by improving the work-life balance of the employees, many other believe that it might cause some negative effects. They believe that flexible working hours will not work without applying effective communications and supportive managers. Moreover, the students must have sufficient intrinsic motivation. 
Although there is significant research on this subject, there is a critical gap in existing body of knowledge. Aman-Ullah et al. (2024) revealed that most of the available empirical studies are narrowly confined to full-time corporate professionals or areas of industry. Precisely what is missing is an emphasis on the special demographic of part-time working university students. No empirical information exists on the unique impacts that flexible working policies have on the lived experiences and dual-role strain of working students in the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. 
To examine these problems, the research will include perspectives on the likes of WLB and Flexible working policies but also consider role Conflict Theory as an undeveloped tool previously in the context of these types of studies. Moreover, this literature analysis has brought up four critical questions that need to be resolved using new empirical evidence. The questions that emerged from the literature review are:
· What is the impact of flexible working hours on the overall work-life balance of the UWTSD working students? 
· How does flexible working affect their intention to quit? 
· What are the challenges for managers to employ these flexible work arrangements effectively in the interest of the organisation and the students? 
· What can be done to actively optimise these structures to enhance student retention? 
· And to what extent can role conflict be seen as underlying issues or consequences of poor organisational practice in not offering effective WLB/Flexible arrangements and policies.
These targeted questions will be used to directly shape the design of the semi-structured interviews.


[bookmark: _Toc236331238][bookmark: _Toc241142531]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc236331239][bookmark: _Toc241142532]3.1 Introduction
This chapter describes the research design that was used to explore the effect of flexible working hours on work-life balance and turnover intentions of working students at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD). A qualitative research design is embraced to help identify the intricate realities of dealing with dual roles. This section explains and justifies the choice of an interpretivist research philosophy and an inductive research method. The following paragraphs will define the most suitable data collection methods, such as semi-structured interviews, the sampling criteria, and the thematic analysis methods applied to assess the experienced lives of UWTSD students. 
[bookmark: _Toc236331240][bookmark: _Toc241142533]3.2 Research Philosophy
The research philosophy that this study adopts is an interpretivist one to investigate the subjective realities of working students at UWTSD. Interpretivism has been chosen due to the ability to explore how people develop meaning in their personal and daily experiences (William, 2024). Under this study, the effect of flexible work hours on work-life balance is measured by closely understanding human emotions, level of stress, and role conflict. These human emotions might not be fully reflected in specific quantitative data (Gichuru, 2017). 
Using interpretivism philosophical stance, this study will focus on the subjective experiences of the students. This philosophy will allow this study to analyse the experiences of the working students by considering their overall situations. This role conflict is addressed by students in extremely personalised manners and strongly depends on the coursework, personal life, and workplaces. As a result, the delicate psychological effects of flexible scheduling can only be discovered using interpretivism. It also offers the required structure to learn the individualistic reasons that lead to a student to quit. It makes sure that qualitative findings are properly representative of the multi-faceted reality of their dual-role experiences. It will give a more context-specific insight into the effects of operational flexibility in student retention. 
[bookmark: _Toc236331241][bookmark: _Toc241142534]3.3 Research Approach
This study employs an inductive method, in line with the interpretivist philosophy. Instead of having a fixed hypothesis to test, an inductive approach entails collection of specific and detailed information about the participants to construct more general themes and theoretical statements (Soiferman, 2010). The reason why this approach is selected in this study is that the specific dynamic of part-time working university students at UWTSD is an understudied demographic in the larger flexible working literature. Applying an existing, corporate-oriented model to such students would most probably blur the perception of their academic and career-related demands.  
Using an inductive method, the study enables the researcher to discover the challenges, coping strategies, and attitudes towards work-life balance through the analysis of the raw interview data (Thomas, 2003). Rather than if a certain number of flexible hours’ influences role conflict before the investigation, the research starts by listening to the first-hand testimonies of the students, who are trying to balance their conflicting schedules. The qualitative transcripts will be analysed to identify certain trends in relation to stress reduction, barriers to communication with managers, and turnover intentions. Through this bottom-up approach, the conclusions that are reached and any further managerial suggestions are directly based on the true reality of the UWTSD students.
[bookmark: _Toc236331242][bookmark: _Toc241142535]3.4 Research Design
The research design gives the general guidelines of data collection and analysis. The current study employs a qualitative research design which is exploratory in nature to examine the role of flexible working hours in influencing the work-life balance and turnover intentions of working students at UWTSD. A descriptive research design is chosen to explore the lived experiences of this group of students who have been underrepresented in the existing body of knowledge. In contrast to numerical variables, this design allows exploring the multifaceted nature of the feelings, role conflict, and everyday challenges of students who have to combine employment and academic participation (Chivanga and Monyai, 2021).
An interpretivist philosophy and inductive approach as mentioned above are directly related to a qualitative design. It emphasises the importance of meaning and understanding, not statistical measurement (Oun and Bach, 2014). Using this design will enable the research to capture the rich and detailed stories of the students. It gives the freedom to discuss untold matters regarding workplace flexibility that are likely to arise throughout the data collection process. 
Moreover, the qualitative design will ensure that the data collection is open-ended. This will make the research reflect the true voices of the UWTSD students as they will be able to describe their own work-life dynamics using their own words. The design is exploratory by nature, and the final findings will provide useful information on how managers can help retain students in a better manner. Overall, this design is the best possible approach to answering the research objectives and revealing the truth about dual role management.
[bookmark: _Toc236331243][bookmark: _Toc241142536]3.5 Research Strategy
The research strategy describes the plan of action that will be applied in answering the research questions. This research will take a qualitative interview design to understand the experiences of working students at UWTSD. The reason behind the choice of this strategy is that it will allow exploring the personal attitudes of the students towards flexible working arrangements and role conflict in depth and directly (Rajasekar and Verma, 2013).
Other approaches, like experiments or massive questionnaire surveys, were excluded due to inability to create the emotional resonance and contextual specifics of the study (Saunders et al., 2003). A rigid survey plan would merely give numerical information, without the underlying causes of student stress and turnover intentions. Rather, an interview-based approach would as stated above enable the study to explore the depth of the particular, daily struggles of the participants, and importantly, it offers the opportunity to raise probing questions and seek clarifications to make sure that the matter of work-life balance is properly understood and the nuances explored This means that there is a certain skill in designing the questions and in knowing how to ask follow up questions to deepen the  emerging discussion whilst retaining the trust and agency of the interviewee. This plan is an ideal way of balancing the exploratory research design and the practical data collection, which ensures that the research collects abundant, descriptive data directly from the target population. 
[bookmark: _Toc236331244][bookmark: _Toc241142537]3.6 Research Method Choice
This study utilises a mono-method qualitative approach to collect and analyse data. A mono-method option implies that a single type of research approach will be employed at every stage of the study (Saunders et al., 2003). Mixed methods or multi-method options were not chosen as the inclusion of quantitative data would not contribute to the depth of understanding and the time scale would be prohibitive.
The mono-method qualitative choice is highly appropriate for exploring the subjective nature of work-life balance and psychological strain among UWTSD students. With all its attention on one qualitative approach, the study will be able to allocate all the time and resources to the collection of rich, highly detailed personal stories (Oun and Bach, 2014). Such a single focus makes the data gathered highly representative of real-life role conflicts and turnover intentions of the students. Thus, the mono-method qualitative selection is the most effective and direct way to meet the goal of the study and formulate meaningful and context-specific recommendations.
[bookmark: _Toc236331245][bookmark: _Toc241142538]3.7 Research Time Horizon
In this study, a cross-sectional time horizon is taken to conduct the research. A cross-sectional time horizon is the process of gathering information at a definite moment in time to give a clear picture of the present situation (Saunders et al., 2003). This investigation  specifically rejected a longitudinal approach that would need to observe participants over several months or years.
This cross-sectional selection is very suitable and strictly required in this study. This research is Master dissertation that must be presented within an extremely short and strict academic deadline. Consequently, it is not possible or manageable to follow up the UWTSD working students over a long period to see how their work-life balance evolves.
Rather, the study is intended to reflect the immediate and current lived experiences of the active students. The study will collect the current experiences of role conflict, stresses in daily life, and turnover intentions by conducting the ten planned semi-structured interviews using a cross-sectional horizon. This will give an accurate result of the impact of the current flexible working policies on the students at present. Such a strategy will make sure that primary data collection will be completed within the timeframe, along with offering context-specific understanding of the immediate effects of flexible working arrangements.
[bookmark: _Toc236331246][bookmark: _Toc241142539]3.8 Research Techniques and Procedures
[bookmark: _Toc236331247][bookmark: _Toc241142540]3.8.1 Data Collection Methods
In this study the primary data collection is employed to collect the first-hand information about the participants. The main method of collecting data will be semi-structured interviews. The chosen participants will be interviewed individually in 10 separate sessions, and each session will last about 30 minutes. Two basic screening questions will be posed in advance of the main interview. These screening questions will be used to quickly validate that the participant meets the rigid requirements necessary to qualify in the study, which is about their current enrolment at UWTSD.
The use of semi-structured interviews is highly suitable and specifically justified for this investigation. This approach offers a sound framework without sacrificing the freedom to address unusual issues with additional questions (Valenzuela and Shrivastava, 2002). Questionnaires are rigid and respondents are limited to specific options. However, open-ended nature of these interview questions allows the working students to express how they really feel and what has really occurred to them in their workplaces (Adhabi and Anozie, 2017). Such an in-depth level of sharing is necessary to convey the multifaceted reality of role conflict, daily stress, and work-life balance that these students are going through.
Moreover, semi-structured interviews are also effective in qualitative research to find out the underlying personal motivations and turnover intentions of individuals (Alamri, 2019). Through a direct interview with the students, the study can reveal the most subtle aspects of how flexible working schedules, or their absence, affect the daily academic and professional life of the students (Dursun, 2023). All the ten interviews will be audio-recorded to make sure that no important data or context is missed. Their consent to the procedure will be obtained ethically before the session.  After recording, the audio data will be carefully typed in written transcripts. In general, this conversational data collection method would guarantee that the study would collect descriptive evidence needed to respond to the fundamental research questions. Skills the research requires are active listening, building rapport to help them feel safe to share their personal struggles, and strategic probing questions to help them delve deeper into their initial responses. Moreover, it is necessary to remain non-judgmental and neutral to reduce the bias of the researcher and promote open communication about their academic and professional issues.
[bookmark: _Toc236331248][bookmark: _Toc241142541]3.8.2 Sample
This research has a sample size of 10. The target population will include current students of UWTSD who are actively employed at the time. Students who are not currently employed will be clearly excluded in the study, as they will lack the appropriate experience to respond to questions about work-life balance, employer flexibility, or the role conflict. Students from other universities will not be included. These 10 participants are chosen using a purposive sampling approach. With this sampling, only those respondents that direct experience the dual pressures of study and paid work will be included in the final data set.
[bookmark: _Toc236331249][bookmark: _Toc241142542]3.8.3 Data Analysis Methods and Tools
After taking the interviews, the recordings will be transcribed. Then the transcribed data will be used to perform the thematic content analysis. This analysis method can systematically analyse the data by identifying and analysing recurring patterns in the data (Vaismoradi and Snelgrove, 2019). This particular method of analysis is selected as it can be utilised to engage in a thorough examination of the immense amount of descriptive text produced because of the ten interview transcripts. 
The process of this thematic content analysis will start by reading the transcripts repeatedly in order to understand the data. By familiarising with the data after reading it several times, key ideas in the data will be assigned specific codes, such as role conflicts, turnover intention, psychological stress, etc. (Anderson, 2007). The data coding process will be done manually. No software will be used for coding the data. Transcripts will be read by the researcher manually, line by line. The initial and narrow codes will then be analysed and subsequently clustered into wider and general themes that directly respond to the research objectives of the study. The process involves making continuous comparisons between the emerging themes and original raw transcripts. After the larger themes are defined, they will be named and outlined clearly, which will be the structural foundation of the findings and discussion chapters.
This method of analysis is justified because it is an appropriate method to get to know the real- life experience of the working students. Since the study is based on an inductive method, thematic analysis does not force the data to pre-existing numerical hypothesis or strict theories. Rather, it features the most important and common concerns that were brought up by the UWTSD students themselves. The careful extraction of these themes will help the research to be able to present how flexible working hours really influence the participants on a daily basis. 
The thematic coding process will have a number of distinct stages. The researcher will first get acquainted with the data through audio transcription, multiple reads of the text and initial ideas noted. Subsequently, there will be systematic generation of initial codes from all the interview transcripts. Although a lot of codes will be created inductively based on the data, there will be also some preset codes based on the literature review of work-life balance and turnover. These codes will be further grouped into possible themes to create a thematic map. A conceptually clustered table will be developed to combine and interpret these findings. This table will explicitly illustrate the key themes, the number of instances they happened, the evidence which will be chosen in the form of direct quotes of the UWTSD students and a crude interpretation in connection with the already existing theory. Lastly, the data will be used to create meaning by observing trends, counting the number of times a student responded a certain way, and aligning the specific results with general ideas and best practice. 
Following table shows how thematic coding process will be conducted. 
	Raw Data Extract (Direct Quote)
	Initial Codes
	Clustered Sub-Theme / Theme

	"So, the flexibility is mostly just me bending over backwards to accommodate the shop, rather than them accommodating my studies."

	Employer-centric scheduling; Sacrificing study time; One-sided effort
	Sub-theme: One-Sided Flexibility and Unpredictable Scheduling
Theme 1: The Illusion of Flexibility 

	"I am constantly reacting to schedule disasters, which builds a lot of resentment toward the job."


	Unpredictable shifts; Lack of control; Emotional resentment

	Sub-theme: Loss of Autonomy and Time Compartmentalisation
Theme 1: The Illusion of Flexibility 

	"The factor that always stops me from leaving is purely financial terror... rent due in two weeks..."


	Fear of losing income; Trapped in job; Rent/living cost pressure

	Sub-theme: The "Financial Terror" Trap
Theme 2: Financial Dependency and Turnover Intentions 



[bookmark: _Toc240962864]Table 1: Thematic coding process
[bookmark: _Toc236331250][bookmark: _Toc241142543]3.9 Reliability and Validity
To be valid, the study focuses on capturing the real lived experiences of the working students. This will be done through simple screening questions prior to the commencement of the interviews. These questions filter out inappropriate individuals and only active UWTSD students who are employed will be included in the final data. Also, the audio-recording of the interviews enhances validity. This will avoid any chance of misinterpreting the information. The written scripts will be an exact copy of the oral speech of the students.
Reliability means the consistency of the general research process (Dobakhti, 2020). To make it reliable, a uniform interview guide will be used on all ten participants. The interviews are semi-structured. However, by asking the same basic questions, the data obtained can be compared across the board. During thematic content analysis, clear rules of coding will be defined and utilised equally throughout the ten transcripts.
Moreover, the possible issues were expected at the planning stage to safeguard the data quality. As an illustration, participants may be reluctant to express negative attitudes towards their managers or their stressful experiences. Strict anonymity and confidentiality will be clearly ensured to avoid this issue and to promote honest and valid answers. These careful, planned steps clearly demonstrate that the collected data will be both valid and reliable.
[bookmark: _Toc236331251][bookmark: _Toc241142544]3.10 Ethical Considerations
This qualitative research involves ethical considerations that are a crucial aspect. A complete UWTSD application form on ethical approval has been submitted and approved before any primary data collection can occur. This process makes sure that the research is carried out in a safe and ethical manner.  
Ten working students of UWTSD will be involved on a voluntary basis. The objective of the study on flexible working hours and work life balance will be clearly outlined before the commencement of the interviews. The participants will be never deceived on the type of research or questions to be asked. Full permission to use their evidence will be obtained. Moreover, all the participants will be told that they have the absolute right to leave the investigation anytime without any justification. 
The study will uphold privacy and confidentiality during the entire study. All the typed-out transcripts and audio records will be kept in a password protected computer. The anonymity of all information providers will be strictly ensured. The final written work will not use any real names but use simple codes like Participant 1 or Participant 2. All the interview questions will be reviewed to ensure the highest ethical standards. Furthermore, while the interview questions will be designed to explore broad themes relative to existing work-life balance theories, the researcher will maintain an open mind and avoid preconceived ideas. This guarantees that not only theory-associated themes can be seen, but also completely new, unforeseen patterns can be naturally generated by the lived experience of the subjects.
[bookmark: _Toc236331252][bookmark: _Toc241142545]3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter has outlined the exact methodological approach chosen to explore the effect of flexible working hours on the work-life balance and turnover intentions of working students in UWTSD. The inductive research approach and an interpretivist research philosophy were selected as the most effective method to comprehend the rich, subjective lived emotions of the participants. An exploratory qualitative research design was adopted to deeply examine the daily role conflict of these specific students.
Ten semi-structured interviews will be used as the main method of data collection. Each of these conversational interviews will take about 30 minutes and target the active UWTSD students that are employed on a paid basis. Thematic analysis has been chosen for the analysis of the interview data. All the ethical considerations will also be followed, such as anonymity of the participants, informed consent and right to leave the interview.

[bookmark: _Toc241142546]4. Findings and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc241142547]4.1 Introduction
Based on Chapter 3 qualitative methodology, this chapter introduces the results of the ten semi-structured interviews. The purpose of these interviews was to answer the main research questions of this study. These questions will determine the true effect of flexible working hours on the work-life balance of UWTSD students and how it influences their intentions to turnover. They also discuss managerial issues and the ways in which workplace policies can be streamlined to enhance student retention. 
The research will answer these questions to help expose the realities of coping with dual roles in everyday life. The chapter will initially introduce the main themes that came out of the interview data and the prevalence of some issues among the participants. These main findings will be later related back to the literature review in the discussion section and discussed in terms of Role Conflict Theory and Job Demands-Resources model.
[bookmark: _Toc241142548]4.2 Findings from Interviews
[bookmark: _Toc241142549]4.2.1 Theme 1: The Illusion of Flexibility and Work-Life Balance Disruption
	Themes
	Quotes

	One-Sided Flexibility and Unpredictable Scheduling
	"So, the flexibility is mostly just me bending over backwards to accommodate the shop, rather than them accommodating my studies." 
"...the reality of this flexibility is that it operates almost entirely to the benefit of the restaurant." 
"...it rarely flexes in a way that protects my university timetable." 

	Physical vs. Cognitive Exhaustion and Academic Decline
	"I essentially live in a permanent state of jet lag... My assignments often lack the depth they should have..." 
"...I am often writing those final critical evaluation sections late at night right after a six-hour shift standing on my feet..." 
"I am often writing those final literature sections at two in the morning right after a gruelling shift, just to get the assignment submitted on time." 

	Loss of Autonomy and Time Compartmentalisation
	"...you end up having to piece together terrible, disjointed hours to hit your minimum quota." 
"I can't plan to succeed in my coursework; I can only try to mitigate failure. It’s incredibly demoralising." 
"I am constantly reacting to schedule disasters, which builds a lot of resentment toward the job." 


[bookmark: _Toc240962865]Table 1: The Illusion of Flexibility and WLB Disruption
Sub-theme 1.1: One-Sided Flexibility and Unpredictable Scheduling 
The interviews reveal there is a big disparity between what employers are advertising and what students are going through. Students have indicated clearly that only the managers and the business benefit when it comes to flexible working. Participant A is forced to twist backward to accommodate the needs of the coffee shop, but her own time is not considered. Participant F and Participant H both mentioned that their shifts are varied to accommodate busy times and do not provide security to their classes. 
This demonstrates that the term “flexible” is a marketing term used by employers to attract and recruit students or similar.  In reality, it denotes the student as an expendable labour pool. It talks to the fact that the manager has got all the power. In reality, since rotas are dynamic, students are penalised to be flexible, and this is why they cannot establish a consistent pattern of university work. 
Sub-theme 1.2: Physical vs. Cognitive Exhaustion and Academic Decline 
The information reveals that employment during education leads to extreme physical and psychological fatigue.  Students in manual occupations such as retail and care suffer the most. Participant C experiences a permanent case of metaphorical “jet lag”, whereas Participant I and Participant J both must do university assignments after several hours of standing in more physical working environments, leaving them with no energy for their study.   
This brings out the fact that work-life balance is not merely about time management but much more about energy management of the body. Their grades are literally dropping. Hence, there is no doubt that these workplace role models are actively damaging the primary objective of the students, which is a good grade. It reveals a system in which the students are arranged to fail in their studies since their employers drain all their cognitive and physical strength before they can even begin their university studies. 
Sub-theme 1.3: Loss of Autonomy and Time Compartmentalisation 
Since the work schedules are so hectic, students experience a total lack of control. Participant B ends up with incoherent hours that ruin his week. Both Participant D and Participant G observed that they are only able to respond to schedule disasters and attempt to prevent failure. 
Such loss of control implies that students are deprived of their personal freedom. They are pushed into a reactive rather than proactive lifestyle. It depicts a psychological change where the student starts perceiving his or her job as a threat to his or her education. This perpetual state of struggle causes bitter emotions and anxiety, which proves that poor scheduling is a threat to the mental health of a student. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142550]4.2.2 Theme 2: Financial Dependency and Turnover Intentions
	Themes
	Quotes

	Disrespect and Tipping Points for Resignation
	"...my manager flat-out laughed and said, 'Residents need care more than you need a workshop.'" 
"...my employer viewed my career-defining university assessment as completely irrelevant compared to serving wine to corporate clients." 
"The specific factor that made me want to quit was the utter lack of empathy and total disregard for my education." 

	The "Financial Terror" Trap
	"The factor that always stops me from leaving is purely financial terror... rent due in two weeks..." 
"The threat of zero income keeps you in a job you hate." 
"The fear of financial ruin completely forced me to swallow my pride and delete the resignation email." 

	The "Relevant Experience" Leverage
	"I felt like if I quit, I was throwing away a golden ticket for my CV... held hostage by my own career ambitions." 
"She basically implied that if my studies were getting in the way of my shifts, perhaps I wasn't suited for the care sector." 


[bookmark: _Toc240962866]Table 2: Turnover Drivers and Retention Traps
Sub-theme 2.1: Disrespect and Tipping Points for Resignation 
Nearly everyone said that they have prepared resignation letters or had a great desire to resign. The biggest trigger is the extreme lack of respect of managers at crucial academic moments. Participant E was mocked because he needed time to go through a workshop. Participant F and Participant I nearly dropped out since their managers considered their costly university degrees useless to serving customers. 
This indicates that psychological disrespect triggers turnover intention. It implies that there is a culture among managers in these sectors, which undermines higher education. When an employer regards the degree of a student as a nuisance, it damages any loyalty that the student may have towards the company. 
Sub-theme 2.2: The Financial Terror Trap 
Although students are in dire need to get away, they remain due to economic reality. Student loans are not sufficient because of the high cost of living. Participant A called this "financial terror". Participant G is caught by the risk of not earning any income on her contract, and Participant I has deleted her resignation email due to the fear of financial devastation. 
This is a key finding since it establishes that high staff retention does not imply that students are happy. It is that they are languishing in poverty. By just knowing that the students find it difficult to quit, employers are able to sustain unsupportive environments. This demonstrates that the employment relationship is coercive sometimes.  
Sub-theme 2.3: The Relevant Experience Leverage 
Students who have jobs associated with their degree such as IT or healthcare are even more trapped. Participant D experienced the sense that he was being held hostage by his career ambitions due to not wanting a gap in his CV. The manager of participant E exploited her career aspirations against her, implying that she was inappropriate to work in healthcare in case she could not cope with the shifts. 
This brings out a dark aspect of acquiring relevant experience during study. It refers to exploitation of a student by the employers based on his or her fear of the future job market. It demonstrates that sometimes even the vocational jobs are more harmful than simple retail jobs, as the employer takes the passion of the student and his career aspirations as a means of control.  
[bookmark: _Toc241142551]4.2.3 Theme 3: Management Attitudes and Operational Realities
	Themes
	Quotes

	Corporate Policy vs. Shop-Floor Reality
	"The policy exists to make the company look good on paper, but culturally, on the shop floor, asking for work-life balance is seen as a sign of weakness..." 
"So, while the policies exist on paper to make the company look modern and supportive, culturally it is completely discouraged to actually use them." 

	Management Hostility and Weaponised Contracts
	"If you try to quote the handbook... you are labelled as 'difficult' or 'not committed to the brand.'" 
"...if you push for your rights under corporate policy, you get labelled as 'difficult.' Management won't fire you, but they will retaliate by assigning you the hardest shifts..." 

	Informal Peer Support as the Real Safety Net
	"He would tell me to go hide in the staff canteen for an hour with my laptop while he did my heavy lifting... The solidarity among the actual workers is incredible." 
"...he will take the front desk reservation tablet into the back office and tell me to go sit in the staff room for two hours to study uninterrupted." 


[bookmark: _Toc240962867]Table 3: Workplace Culture and Support Systems
Sub-theme 3.1: Corporate WLB Policies vs. Shop-Floor Reality 
The interviews demonstrate a huge disconnect between what is officially written and what is going on at the shop floor. Large companies employ many students with their first appearance supportive employee handbooks that promise them study leaves and flexible working hours. Nevertheless, Participant A pointed out that requesting such rights causes managers to consider you as a weak person. Participant H said that the supportive policies are there to help the company look good to the outside world, but their application is discouraged indirectly.  
This demonstrates that the policies of corporate work-life balance (WLB) can be merely a PR tool. They do not really safeguard the students. It is an indication that the middle managers are highly concerned with achieving their daily goals rather than consulting the HR handbook. The working student is totally deprived of the positive policies since they do not compel the local managers to follow the WLB rules. 
Sub-theme 3.2: Management Hostility and Weaponised Contracts 
Managers are usually hostile when the students attempt to establish work limits for their studies. Managers employ passive punishment instead of being helpful. Participant A said that when you demand your rights people consider you to be labelled as a difficult person. Participant J, who works as a nursery worker, added that the managers take revenge by assigning the worst and the most difficult shifts in case you want to use the well-being policy. 
This fateful discovery indicates a very toxic work environment. It demonstrates that the work schedule is weaponised by the managers to discipline students who study and are more concerned about their education. Managers instil fear in students by assigning them with poor shifts or reduced working hours. It demonstrates that managers do not consider the flexibility of the students as the issue that needs to be supported.  
Sub-theme 3.3: Informal Peer Support as the Real Safety Net 
Formal management is so unfriendly that students must survive, using informal assistance of their colleagues. Participant C described how an older warehouse worker has been secretly doing his heavy lifting so that he can study. Participant F also told a similar story, in which a supervisor in a restaurant replaces the front desk to allow him to study in the back room without any distractions.  
This demonstrates that actual flexibility in the workplace can only be a backdoor mutiny among the low-level employees. It implies that the formal management structure has failed to comply with the flexibility policy shown in job description. They are only receiving such support because their colleagues are courageous enough to violate the rules on their behalf. This underlines the strong peer solidarity. However, it also demonstrates that the authoritative structures are thoroughly ineffective.
[bookmark: _Toc241142552]4.2.4 Theme 4: Identity Conflict and Institutional Disconnect
	Themes
	Quotes

	The Psychological Whiplash of Dual Identities
	"The psychological whiplash of going from a respected MBA student in the morning to a subservient hospitality worker in the evening is agonising." 
"At university, I am treated as a developing academic whose ideas are respected. At work, my status as a student is used to treat me as cheap, disposable labour..." 

	Blurring Boundaries in Vocational Roles
	"When you work in IT and study for an MBA, there is no separation... the stress of both bleeds into a single, massive block of burnout." 
"...what I am learning in my MBA directly makes me a better manager and leader in the care sector. There should be a synergy... Instead, the current system pits them against each other..." 

	Institutional Disconnect and Fragmented Timetables
	"...the university often schedules lectures, seminars, and studio access in a completely fragmented way... That makes it incredibly difficult to give an employer solid blocks of availability." 
"The university sometimes assumes we have all this free time outside of lectures... The employer doesn't care about the degree, and the university sometimes forgets about the employer." 


[bookmark: _Toc240962868]Table 4: Identity, Role Conflict, and Institutional Gaps
Sub-theme 4.1: The Psychological Whiplash of Dual Identities 
The interviews reveal that there is a severe psychological dilemma in the two roles of students. Students when in the university are respected and are required to think intellectually, but as soon as they report to work, this respect is lost. Participant F described this as an agonising whiplash, going from a respected MBA student to a subservient worker. Participant G also said that employers label them as students, simply to exploit them as expendable workers. 
This demonstrates that it is not only physical fatigue. It is a severe blow to their self-esteem. When employers dispose the smart, developing professionals in this manner, it results in a tremendous cognitive dissonance. This implies that students have spent the entire day improving their confidence in the university environment and then the bad management in the workplace destroys them.  
Sub-theme 4.2: Blurring Boundaries in Vocational Roles 
As students do jobs that they are well suited to (based on their degrees), the pressure is in fact even greater since there is no distinction between work and study. Participant D, an MBA student and an IT professional, shared that both of his jobs involve looking at technical systems and data spreadsheets, resulting in a huge block of burnout. 
This shows a latent risk in acquiring a relevant experience. In cases where the occupation and the degree are too close, the student does not get a mental rest. It reveals that professional employers tend to take advantage of the passion of a student. The absence of boundaries simply damages the energy of the student to work and study, instead of establishing synergy where work and study can complement each other.   
Sub-theme 4.3: Institutional Disconnect and Fragmented Timetables 
The data shows that universities also share the blame for poor work-life balance. Students believe that the university schedule seems to be disorganised. Participant B noted that a one-hour lecture on a day sometimes divides the week, which makes it impossible to deliver employers with solid blocks of availability. Participant A explained that there is a misconception of the university that students have 40 hours of free time to study independently. 
This is a very important discovery as it demonstrates that the issue is two-sided. Similar to the employers, Universities do not consider a new reality of the modern student. Since universities disperse classes throughout the entire week, students must make untidy, discontinuous work schedules. It is an indication that the student is caught between the two worlds and not living up to the unrealistic demands of the university and the employer. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142553]4.3 Discussion
This section is a critical interpretation of the main findings of the interviews by comparing them to the current academic literature. The main aim of the discussion is to relate the emergent themes directly to the main research objectives of this study. Moreover, it will both highlight existing themes from the literature, but some entirely new, emerging themes that past researchers have not considered. To provide a detailed analysis, this section combines Role Conflict Theory and the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model to elaborate why the participants were undergoing such deep psychological and operational issues.  
[bookmark: _Toc241142554]4.3.1 Objective 1: Work-Life Balance and the "Flexibility Paradox"
The initial research question was to examine the relationship between flexible working hours and overall work-life balance in working students at UWTSD. The literature review provided a very positive standard concerning this topic. Many researchers claimed that workplace flexibility is of great benefit, which is quantifiable. An example is that Shagvaliyeva and Yazdanifard (2014) and Abid and Barech (2017) have mentioned that flexible working hours significantly improve the work-life balance. In a similar manner, Ernst and Fazlurrahman (2023) specifically researched student workers. They hypothesised that flexible arrangements directly and positively affect the academic performance of a student. They opined that flexibility would enable students to adapt to their work schedules with ease in response to their university schedules. 
However, the findings of this study are in strong opposition to this literature. The data of the interview shows an extremely harmful Flexibility Paradox. Flexible working is not practised to facilitate academic life of the student. Rather, it is only used to the advantage of the daily operational demands of the employer. Respondents were always asked how predictable their working hours were and they replied that they are very unpredictable. Participant A perfectly summarised this dynamic, stating, "So, the flexibility is mostly just me bending over backwards to accommodate the shop, rather than them accommodating my studies". Similarly, Participant F noted that "the reality of this flexibility is that it operates almost entirely to the benefit of the restaurant". These testimonies offer some harsh empirical data that operational flexibility is very often weaponised. It is a tool that employers can use to deal with unpredictable consumer flow. Employers require openness in students to meet hectic commercial times. These employers, at the same time, often disregard the submitted university availability of the students. 
In the literature, Syaputra and Adrian (2025) pointed out that the part-time student employment frequently lacks formal corporate versatility. This observation is highly supported by the findings of the interview. Traditional literature presupposes that flexibility is a two-way agreement that is respectful between the employer and the employee. The bitter truth about UWTSD students is that the flexibility is a one-sided request. It is completely on the hand of the management. 
Moreover, there was a crucial new theme based on the data on physical exhaustion. The classical work-life balance literature places a lot of emphasis on time management. It assumes that a student can learn well if he or she has sufficient free time. The results of this research confirm the lack of time management. Workers in manual jobs, like retail and healthcare, experience severe physical exhaustion. Participant C highlighted this physical toll, explaining, "You can have three hours of free time before a shift, but if your back is killing you and your feet are blistered... you aren't going to spend those three hours writing a brilliant academic paper". They have to compose complicated university projects after standing on their feet eight hours. Hence, one of the key insights that have come out is that managing work and study needs physical energy management rather than time management. Employers also exhaust the cognitive and physical capacity of the students before they can even undertake their academic course work. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142555]4.3.2 Objective 2: Financial Coercion vs. Voluntary Turnover Intentions
The second research question examined the relationship between the intention to leave employment and flexible working opportunities. Key areas of interest in the literature review were staff retention and employee turnover. Work-life balance was directly associated with reduced employee turnover rate by many authors. Prabhu et al. (2026) and Shilpakar et al. (2024) hypothesised that working arrangements that are highly flexible directly decrease turnover intentions. Another suggestion was by Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019) who argued that when the personal lives of employees are accommodated, they will reward their employers with long-term loyalty. 
The main discoveries of this study strongly question these conventional turnover models. The current literature does not provide an explanation on the behaviour of modern working students. The desire to quit their jobs was very strong and active among almost all the participants of this study. Managers often treat them with great disrespect. This disrespect normally reaches its climax in the most critical academic times, like examinations and final presentations. Even with this very high turnover intention, turnover rate is low. Even when severely mistreated, the students just do not quit. 
This new phenomenon is fuelled purely by economic blackmail. The cost of living is increasing, trapping the students. Participant A described this as being trapped by "purely financial terror," explaining that if she quit, she’d "risk not finding another job in time to pay rent, and then I’d be facing eviction". Participant G shared this sentiment, stating simply, "The threat of zero income keeps you in a job you hate". Their loans to maintain their university education do not let them quit. As a result, they live in a constant financial terror. Respondents said that they wrote resignation letters just because they were frustrated. They however ended up deleting them due to the fear of failing to afford even rent or groceries next week. 
Consequently, this research necessitates a total re-examination of the approach that the literature takes to staff retention. The fact that low-wage student jobs have high staff retention does not imply high job satisfaction. It is by no means a sign of loyalty to the company. Rather, it points to a state of extreme economic desperation. Gašic and Berber (2023) noted that flexibility is not a key factor that deters turnover among highly educated workers. Among UWTSD students, the immediate risk of poverty prevents turnover almost completely. This particular financial vulnerability is something that employers are aware of. Consequently, managers are aware that they can maintain unfriendly work environments without losing their cheap student labour force. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142556]4.3.3 Objective 3: Operational Problems and the Policy-to-Practice Gap
The third research objective sought to discover the operational and management problems that organisations encounter when implementing flexible working. The review of the literature revealed that there are several major operational challenges. According to Rhaditstya and Prahastiwi (2023), a common problem with flexible shift arrangements is communication problems. Moreover, Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019) advocated strongly that the concept of formal flexibility policies does not become useful in any way until it is ingrained into the corporate culture. Clarke and Holdsworth (2017) also highlighted the need to have direct line managers actively promoting these policies so that they can be effective on the shop floor.  
The arguments by Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui (2019) are strongly supported by the interview data. There is a systemic disconnection between official corporate policy and the daily reality that students live. Those involved in big national companies said they had excellent and up-to-date Human Resources handbooks. However, Participant A revealed the shop-floor reality: "The policy exists to make the company look good on paper, but culturally, on the shop floor, asking for work-life balance is seen as a sign of weakness". Participant E reinforced this, noting, "The policies exist to protect the company legally, but culturally, you are heavily penalized if you actually try to use them". This shows a terrible systemic lack of connection in which middle managers are focused on daily operational goals, rather than corporate well-being policies, making formal WLB policies effectively useless to the student worker. The official documents are a clear promise of study leave and flexible working hours to student workers. But local middle managers always disregard these official policies. These managers are concerned solely with the daily sales goal and keeping labour costs very low. As a result, the employed student is completely denied the corporate benefits promised. Moreover, the workplace culture discourages any effort to invoke these official policies. In cases where students demand their study leave that was promised, the managers claim that they are uncommitted to the brand. Managers tend to retaliate in a passive manner by giving the student the worst or the least preferred shifts. 
This is a clear indication that the corporate work-life balance policies are in many cases mere PR tools. They are utilised mainly during the recruitment. They cannot safeguard the students since the top management does not impose the regulations on the local store level. With no formal managerial support at all, there was another theme of peer support. Students have no choice but to use informal peer networks. Real flexibility at the workplace can only be realised through some secret help among the low-level workers. There is a secret covering of shifts by fellow colleagues to allow other students to study. This shows that the real support is all about personal empathy of colleagues, and not formal company ethics. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142557]4.3.4 Theoretical Integration: Role Conflict and the JD-R Model
To gain a complete insight into these findings, they have to be benchmarked against the available theory. Role Conflict Theory is a clear perspective to appreciate the daily struggle of the students. According to Khawaldeh (2023), role conflict happens when a person experiences conflicting demands, and two roles at the same time. The person undergoes a lot of psychological stress when he or she cannot meet all the requirements. 
The participants involved in this research are in a daily battle. They must continue to strike a balance between being a serious university student and being a disposable employee. But the interview evidence indicates that there is a profound psychological aspect to this conflict that goes beyond the original focus of Khawaldeh (2023). A major emergent theme is the experience of severe "psychological whiplash". Participant F described this cognitive dissonance: "The psychological whiplash of going from a respected MBA student in the morning to a subservient hospitality worker in the evening is agonizing". In the daytime, students are being regarded as respected scholars. University lecturers give great importance to their ideas. On the other hand, they are instantly regarded as expendable, unskilled labour at the workplace. This change brings a lot of cognitive dissonance. Thus, role conflict is not only linked with the management of two conflicting timetables. It is closely connected with the destruction of professional identity of the student and personal self-esteem. 
The second theoretical model is the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model. Bakker et al. (2023) categorised all the working conditions into job demands (stress-inducing factors) and job resources (stress-reducing factors). Vermeer (2025) used this model and suggested that a workable schedule is one of the crucial job resources. In accordance with this conventional reasoning, flexibility is supposed to serve as a safety net to UWTSD students. 
These main results totally deny this classic explanation of JD-R model. Rather, the information fits perfectly well with a particular warning of Wang and Xie (2023). They cautioned that without strict boundaries; the highly flexible work arrangements can very easily become another job demand. This is supported by the interview data. Zero-hour contracts mainly require the students to be available at all times, and any interruption is unacceptable by the employers. Therefore, the weaponisation of flexibility is high. It no longer becomes a facilitating employment tool. Rather it turns into an acute work pressure, which drains the intellectual resources of the students. This lack of boundaries is particularly threatening to the students in vocational work. For instance, IT and medical, where the pressure of their degree and the pressure of their work are combined into a single giant pressure. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142558]4.3.5 Managerial Implications and Practical Outcomes 
The last research objective was to propose powerful interventions that managers can undertake to improve retention through working flexibly. The main conclusion of this research is that the existing flexible working paradigms are inherently flawed when implemented in the case of student employees. The most important insight is that structural flexibility will not be of any use if workplace culture will be hostile towards higher education.  
To ensure a real increase in retention and staff well-being, employers need to move beyond "employer-centric flexibility" towards a mutual flexibility. Managers must respect submitted academic timetables. Moreover, local store managers should ideally be audited by corporate human resources departments. They should make sure that well-being policies are not in just a handbook, but they are being exercised on the shop floor. If these structural power relations are not resolved, working students will go on with extreme burnout, and employers will have to deal with an unmotivated and exhausted workforce. 
[bookmark: _Toc241142559]4.4 Summary
The real effect of flexible working hours on UWTSD students has been extensively discussed in this chapter. The results of the interview clearly show that workplace flexibility poses a major deception to this group of people. The erratic scheduling is just a method employed by the employers to meet the needs of the business. This biased flexibility proactively dismantles the academic routine and planning of the students. This leaves students in dire physical and mental exhaustion. This burnout actively harms their college marks and academic prospects. 
Moreover, the two roles form a high degree of psychological role conflict. There is acute cognitive dissonance among the students who move between the highly regarded academic settings and the unfriendly workplaces. Although managerial mistreatment leaves a great urge to quit, students are firmly stuck to these jobs. Only extreme financial desperation and the current cost of living crisis led to such high retention. Lastly, local middle managers always disregard and use formal corporate well-being policies against themselves. Ultimately, current flexible working models completely fail to support working students. Rather, they are proactively damaging the overall well-being, mental health, and academic achievement of the students.
Validity of Research: Validity was ensured by employing adequate semi-structured interviews (ten) (Valenzuela and Shrivastava, 2002). This was combined with systematic thematic analysis. It helped validate the emergence and interpretation of the key themes to make recommendations. In fact, the strategy can detect intricate trends and emergent knowledge (Vaismoradi and Snelgrove, 2019). 
Contributions to Theory: This research adds to theory, as it brings out the psychological aspect of conflict and financial coercion that working students face. To employers, it reveals the discrepancy between the benevolent corporate policies and the unfriendly shop-floor realities. In case of conducting additional research, a focus group approach would be beneficial to develop on these emerging themes since this was not done due to time constraints.


[bookmark: _Toc239026485][bookmark: _Toc241142560]Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc239026486][bookmark: _Toc241142561]5.1 Summary of Research
The current dissertation critically examined how working hours flexibility affects the work-life balance of UWTSD students. It also examined the effects of these working conditions on their turnover intentions. The purpose of the study was to reveal the actual situation of students who have to cope with two roles of studying and working as part-time employees. The qualitative methodology was carefully employed to collect data using ten semi-structured interviews. These participants were in different industries, such as hospitality, retail, and healthcare. The findings that were obtained were quite contradictory to the conventional scholarly concepts of workplace flexibility.
In the past, the literature indicated that flexible working is a positive employee resource. As an example, Ernanda and Fazlurrahman (2023) claimed that flexibility assists students to adapt to the university requirements. Nonetheless, this research determined that workplace flexibility is a big illusion to student workers. It is a one-sided system at present. The main beneficiary of this system is the operational requirements of the employer. Managers often shift schedules with the last minute and are indifferent of university schedules. As a result, students are physically and mentally exhausted. This burnout has a direct negative impact on their studies. Flexibility eventually becomes a harsh employment requirement, instead of a supportive tool (Wang and Xie, 2023).
Moreover, the study found a profound psychological role conflict, which expands the ideas of Khawaldeh (2023). There is intense cognitive dissonance among students. This happens when students continuously change their locations from respectable university setting and a harsh environment of workplace. Another dark truth about employee turnover was also discovered. Nearly all the participants indicated that they wanted to leave their jobs because of managerial disrespect. However, despite such stress, the turnover rate of the working students is low. It is not because the working students are satisfied. It is because they do not want to be uncertain about finding a new job due to their financial constraints (Aman-Ullah et al., 2024). As they need to pay for their tuition and living costs, they must earn. Moreover, this study found a lack of implementations of corporate policies. Many managers do not fully comply with the flexibility policies to meet the daily targets. 
[bookmark: _Toc239026487][bookmark: _Toc241142562]5.2 Recommendations
Based on the findings in this study, the following recommendations are given for the employers and the universities. 
Reforming Employer Scheduling Practices: The way employers are managing flexible working now must be redefined altogether. Flexibility should be a two-way agreement, not a unilateral request (Kossek and Kelliher, 2023). The managers must be strictly obliged to pay attention to the university schedules provided by their student workers (Rockman et al., 2022). Digital rota systems are to permanently fix designated study days. This software restrictions on working arrangements would ensure that managers cannot make last-minute schedule alterations. This predictability is highly needed among students. It can enable them to cope with their demanding school assignments.
Moreover, managers are encouraged to have an open communication channel. They must immediately stop using passive punishments. The managers should not be allowed to shorten the working hours of a student because the student claimed to have academic limits during an exam (Taylor, 2025). Weaponisation of zero-hour contracts and part-time contracts should also be stopped by the employers. Blackmailing a student by threatening to cut off such an important source of income is a very coercive measure. There should be minimum guaranteed hours that should be provided by employers to ensure financial stability. 
Bridging the Corporate Policy-to-Practice Gap: The high level of disconnect between official policy and local management practice is a huge issue that needs to be tackled in corporate organisations. It is pointless to have a very supportive employee handbook which is completely disregarded by the shop-floor managers. All middle managers should be given mandatory specialised training in companies (Kossek et al., 2015). This training should only be aimed at assisting student workers. Top executives should directly make local managers responsible if they punish students who seek valid study leave.
The work culture requires a structural change. Employers should see higher education as a professional priority and asset (Perna, 2023). It cannot be considered as an expression of weakness and lack of commitment to the business. Businesses might establish anonymous reporting. This would enable the student workers to report to the managers who abuse the policies of corporate well-being without the fear of retaliation.
Enhancing University Timetables and Support Systems: Universities also play a very important part in aiding working students. Academic institutions need to be aware that the old system of a full-time, non-working student has changed (Soares and Taveira, 2024). The huge percentage of contemporary students are now forced to engage in part-time jobs to survive. Thus, universities must try to unify their teaching schedules. Very fragmented timetables make challenging for students to acquire steady predictable jobs. Universities can enable students to provide employers with solid blocks of availability by compressing contact hours to two or three full days per week. This would save a lot of scheduling conflicts.
The timing of assessments in universities could also be critically re-evaluated. Being a working student, a combination of several major assignments and presentations that need to appear in the same week is challenging (Burke et al., 2017). These deadlines should be distributed evenly throughout the semester, which will significantly decrease the stress among students. Lastly, universities should improve their internal support systems for well-being. The results of the interview revealed clearly that the students are subject to severe psychological whiplash and chronic burnout. Universities ought to offer special mental health services that are suitable for working students. Training should also be conducted for academic tutors on how to identify the early signs of exhaustion at the workplace.
Formalising Peer Support and Shop-Floor Culture: The results indicated that informal peer support was the most important safety net among students. They are often not supported by formal management structures. There is need to transform the shop-floor culture in which employers are involved. Without the inclusion in day-to-day operations, there is no use of corporate work-life policies (Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui, 2019). This peer support should be formalised by organisations by an official shift-swap system. This gives students an opportunity to schedule easily without hostility of managers. Moreover, line managers should also be trained in a clear way to encourage flexible working (Clarke and Holdsworth, 2017). Student well-being metrics should be the basis of evaluation of local managers. In this way, managers will be more careful about the flexibility of the part-time student workers. By formalising the culture of peer support, the student workers will be able to negotiate among the peers regarding the academic schedules and urgent assignments. 
Establishing Boundaries to Prevent Resource Depletion: Informal flexibility often becomes a harsh employment requirement rather than a resource (Wang and Xie, 2023). To ensure that the Job Demands-Resources model is appropriately matched, employers need to establish stringent limits (Bakker et al., 2023). Zero-hour contracts should be changed to include minimum guaranteed hours. Such a shift eliminates the ability of aggressive managers to misuse the flexibility of scheduling. Furthermore, employers have the obligation to find the right balance between work responsibilities and studies. This is particularly important in professional fields such as healthcare. The existence of strong boundaries will contribute to the decreased extreme cognitive side effects experienced by participants. Employers are also supposed to offer the physical resources, such as brief study breaks on physically demanding shifts. This goes directly to the physical fatigue that destroys the performance in academics.
Alleviating Financial Terror and Identity Conflict: The findings emphasized that students are stuck in extremely unsupportive occupations due to financial burdens. The current high staff retention rates indicate extreme economic needs, not actual job satisfaction (Aman-Ullah et al., 2024). Universities could take proactive measures to counter this financial weakness. During exam time and moments of stress, they can increase the emergency micro-grant schemes. This is a very important financial cushion that does not compel the students to take additional shifts in order to survive. Also, universities must collaborate with local businesses that are ethical. They will be able to build a checked network of trusted employers. These certified employers will be required to respect the academic timetables of their employees. This intervention itself will decrease the high-level role conflict that students feel on a daily basis (Khawaldeh, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc239026488][bookmark: _Toc241142563]5.3 Limitations of the Study
Qualitative research addresses the depth of feelings and detail that quantitative methods cannot reach. However, the small sample size by itself implies that the primary findings cannot be generalised. The lived experiences of these ten individuals might not fully reflect the entire national population of working students.
In addition, the researcher only addressed active students in one academic institution, UWTSD. The results might have been strongly affected by the very geographical place in Wales. Students who reside in other urban metropolitan areas may have much different work dynamics and monetary strains. The prices of living and the number of part-time employments fluctuate significantly in various regions.
Moreover, the study was performed with cross-sectional time horizon. Strict academic deadlines meant that the primary data could be collected at only one point in time. As a result, the study could not trace the natural development of student work-life balance over a long time. Lastly, qualitative nature of the study implies that the analysis of data is subjective in nature. Another researcher may interpret the same interview data slightly differently when performing the thematic coding.
[bookmark: _Toc239026489][bookmark: _Toc241142564]5.4 Suggestions for Future Research
Future research can overcome the shortcomings of this study. Thorough longitudinal research would be very useful to the scholarly community. Follow-ups of working students through a full 3-year cycle of degree would show how role conflict and physical burnout change with time. It would also provide a clear view of the long-term and quantifiable effect of low-wages employment on ultimate degrees qualifications. This would give a far more accurate image of the academic cost of part-time employment.
Quantitative methods can be used in future research. A large-scale questionnaire survey of several UK universities would enable the researcher to test the results of this qualitative research statistically. Specifically, determining the precise statistical relationship between financial coercion and retention rates among the students would be beneficial. This quantitative data would give solid proof to be presented to the national policymakers. Moreover, the actual viewpoint of the employers can be investigated in future studies. The interview with the local middle managers would assist in comprehending the extreme operational demands that they face daily. This would help in explaining why corporate work-life balance policies are so often disregarded on the shop floor.
[bookmark: _Toc239026490][bookmark: _Toc241142565]5.5 Conclusion
This dissertation has critically discussed the actual effects of flexible working hours on UWTSD students. The research questions were answered. It has been found that the conventional scholarly concept of workplace flexibility is somewhat inaccurate for the low-wage part time working students.
The results showed that flexible work is hardly a supportive tool, which contradicts the classic Job Demands-Resources theory (Bakker et al., 2023). Rather, employers disregard flexibility and substitute a harsh, uncompromising employment demand (Wang and Xie, 2023). This one-sided concept of flexibility produces very unpredictable work schedules. Such schedules are actively hampering academic schedules. As a result, there is always a lot of physical and mental exhaustion among working students. Such burnout is actively ruining their grades. Moreover, the shift between the prestigious environment of the university and the unfriendly workplace on a daily basis lead to a severely harmful psychological role conflict (Khawaldeh, 2023).
Moreover, another reality regarding employee turnover was found. The employee retention was high for the low-wage workers. It was not due to their high satisfaction. It was because they are unable to lose their job to earn enough money to survive. They are fully caught up in the escalating cost of living and lack of student maintenance loans.
It was found that the policies of corporate work-life balance are just on paper (Aziz-Ur-Rehman and Siddiqui, 2019). Many local managers give them no thought. Students who work are now the expendable and cheap labour. To address this current crisis, the employers and universities should change their current scheduling systems. Authentic flexibility should become a two-sided understanding. Unless structural changes and actual support are provided, students will keep losing their health and education just to survive.
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Screening Questions: 
1. Are you currently a student at UWTSD? 
2. Are you currently employed in a paid position? 
Main Interview Questions:
1. Can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 
2. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 
3. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 
4. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 
a. Are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 
b. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received?
c. Are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments?
5. How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 
6. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand?
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Interview Transcript 10: Participant J

Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant J (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good afternoon, and thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me today for this interview. I know how demanding your schedule is with your university modules and work commitments, so I genuinely appreciate you taking the time to participate in this study. Before we officially begin our session, I need to go through a few mandatory administrative and ethical checks required by the university. Could you please verbally confirm for the recording that you have received, read, and understood the Participant Information Sheet, and that you have signed and returned the Consent Form I sent you via email? 

Participant J: Good afternoon, Manna. Yes, I can confirm that. I read through the information sheet carefully earlier this week, signed the consent form digitally, and emailed it back to you yesterday afternoon.

Manna Barua: Thank you very much for returning that so quickly. Just as a reminder regarding the ethical standards of this research, your participation today is completely voluntary. You have the right to withdraw from this interview at any time, or to skip any question you prefer not to answer, without giving any reason or facing any negative consequences. All data collected today will be kept strictly confidential. In the final dissertation report, your real name and the name of your employer will be anonymized using pseudonyms—I will refer to you as Participant J. We are audio recording this conversation to create an accurate written transcript, but the raw audio file will be permanently deleted as soon as the transcript is typed up and verified. Does all of that sound acceptable to you? 

Participant J: Yes, that sounds completely fine. Knowing that my name and workplace won't be exposed makes me feel a lot more comfortable being open about my experiences.

Manna Barua: That is precisely why those protections are in place. To start off, we will complete two brief screening questions to confirm your eligibility for this research. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant J: Yes, I am. I am currently studying for my MBA at the Swansea campus.

Manna Barua: Thank you. And for the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant J: Yes, I work as a part-time nursery assistant at a private day nursery. I've been there since the beginning of my course, working around twenty hours a week across three weekdays.

Manna Barua: Excellent. That confirms you meet all the criteria for the study. Now we will move into the main interview questions regarding your experiences balancing employment and your degree. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant J: When I was hired, the nursery manager told me the contract was flexible and ideal for university students because they operate on early and late shifts. The idea was that I could work around my university lectures by taking morning shifts or late afternoon sessions. We have a monthly rota where we can request specific shifts or block out times when we have mandatory university classes.

In practice, though, the flexibility is mostly one-sided. Early years care is governed by strict legal adult-to-child ratios. If a staff member calls in sick or if extra children are booked in, the nursery manager expects me to cover those gaps regardless of what I put on my availability form. If I tell them I have a university workshop or a deadline, I’m told that the children's safety and legal ratios have to come first. So while there is a flexible framework on paper, in reality, I am expected to flex around their staffing crises rather than them flexing around my academic timetable.

Manna Barua: That sounds like a heavy operational burden to carry. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant J: It requires relentless time management and constant personal sacrifice. Studying for an MBA involves a lot of practical consulting portfolios, market evaluations, and strategic policy analysis essays. You need quiet, uninterrupted mental energy to write those detailed organizational observations and link them to management theories.

Because working in a nursery is physically and emotionally demanding—you are active, playing with children, handling behavior management, and on your feet for seven hours—I get home physically exhausted. To manage my coursework, I have to force myself to study late at night after my shifts. I bring my readings to work and skim through developmental frameworks during my thirty-minute lunch break in the staff room. I also dedicate my entire weekends to university assignments, which means I have virtually no downtime or social life. It feels like I’m running a marathon every single week just to keep both sides functioning.

Manna Barua: That continuous exertion must take a significant toll. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant J: My stress levels are consistently through the roof. Working with young children requires you to be fully engaged and patient, but when you're running on four hours of sleep because you were finishing an essay the night before, your patience wears thin very quickly. I constantly worry about making a mistake at work due to tiredness, or missing a key assignment deadline because of an unexpected shift. The erratic schedule has completely ruined my sleep cycle, leaving me with chronic fatigue and frequent migraines.

Academically, my performance has definitely suffered. In my first two semesters, I was getting high Merits and occasional Distinctions. This semester, my grades have dropped to a low Merit and basic Pass. When tutors give me feedback, they often note that my theoretical arguments are good, but my literature reviews feel brief or underdeveloped. They are completely right—I am often writing those final literature sections at two in the morning right after a grueling shift, just to get the assignment submitted on time. I know I’m capable of producing First-Class work, but my working hours drain the cognitive energy needed to polish my portfolios.

Manna Barua: It is heartbreaking to hear how exhaustion limits your potential. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant J: Yes, absolutely. The most intense moment happened last term during my major consulting assessment block. I had to submit a comprehensive business strategy portfolio that accounted for a huge part of my final grade. I asked my nursery manager three weeks in advance if I could reduce my shifts from twenty hours to ten hours for that two-week assessment period. She gave me a verbal reassurance that she would try to accommodate it.

However, when the rota came out, I was scheduled for my maximum of twenty hours—much more than I requested—because two staff members went on sick leave. When I went to her office to explain that I physically couldn't do those hours and complete my portfolio, she got defensive. She told me that if I wasn't willing to support the nursery during a staffing crisis, she couldn't guarantee my shift preference in the future. The complete lack of empathy and the threat to my future hours made me feel completely exploited. I felt like my degree, which costs thousands of pounds, meant nothing to her compared to shift coverage. I sat in my car after work that day and drafted a resignation letter.

Manna Barua: What held you back from sending that resignation letter?

Participant J: Financial reality, plain and simple. I sat down and looked at my bank account. My student loan covers my rent for my accommodation, but it leaves me with almost nothing for food, utility bills, commuting costs, or resources for my university consulting projects. The local job market is tough, and I knew that if I walked away without another job lined up, I wouldn't be able to buy groceries or pay my electric bill by the end of the month. The fear of financial ruin forced me to delete the draft. I worked all twenty hours, wrote my portfolio on pure caffeine and minimal sleep, and passed, but my grade was far below what I wanted. I felt completely trapped by my financial dependence on the job.

Manna Barua: That financial pressure is a stark reality for so many working students today. Looking at the workplace itself, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant J: We have an employee handbook that includes a formal section on flexible working rights and employee well-being. It mentions that the nursery supports staff undertaking professional development or higher education, and that study leave requests will be considered where operationally feasible.

However, on the floor, the culture completely contradicts what's written in the handbook. The nursery environment is entirely driven by operational ratios and daily coverage. If you try to cite the well-being policy to request study leave, management views you as uncooperative or lacking dedication to the children. Among the staff, there’s a clear understanding that if you push for your rights under corporate policy, you get labeled as "difficult." Management won't fire you, but they will retaliate by assigning you the hardest shifts, like early opens and late closes on consecutive days. So, culturally, nobody actually dares to use those policies.

Manna Barua: Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant J: Yes. Following that terrible portfolio period, I requested a formal meeting with the nursery manager to discuss establishing fixed working days—specifically working Tuesdays and Thursdays—so I could keep Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays clear for my lectures and university work.

I sat down with her and explained how the erratic shift patterns were causing severe exhaustion and affecting my academic results. Her response was very cold and unsupportive. She told me that a private nursery cannot operate on fixed templates and that staff must remain flexible to meet fluctuating child attendance numbers. She literally said, "If you can't offer open availability, maybe working in a busy setting while studying isn't realistic for you." She offered no compromise whatsoever and made it very clear that managing my university timetable was my personal problem. Raising my concerns accomplished nothing except marking me as a troublemaker.

Manna Barua: That dismissive reaction must have been deeply disheartening. Are there any negative or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant J: A negative story involves a colleague who was also studying a business degree part-time. She had a mandatory university exam on a Wednesday morning and gave a month's notice that she couldn't work the morning shift. The manager forgot, scheduled her anyway, and refused to change the rota when reminded. The student chose her exam, missed the shift, and was formally disciplined for an unauthorized absence. She was so upset by the unfair treatment that she resigned a week later.

On a positive note, one of our room leaders is a former UWTSD student. She knows how intense the MBA is. During a quiet afternoon shift when the children were napping and I had an online submission deadline at 5:00 PM, she covered my room duties and told me to sit in the staff room for forty-five minutes to finish my submission on my laptop. That small act of informal peer support was an incredible relief. It showed me that individual colleagues can be incredibly empathetic, even if senior management remains completely rigid.

Manna Barua: How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant J: It creates an environment of total instability. Because her scheduling approach is reactive and focused solely on nursery ratios, I live in a state of constant uncertainty. I can't build a consistent study routine, commit to university study groups, or plan my assignment preparation weeks in advance because I never know if a sudden shift change will wipe out my afternoon. Her rigid stance strips away my autonomy and forces me to view my job as a major obstacle to my degree, building up a lot of mental exhaustion and resentment over time.

Manna Barua: Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant J: I think it’s crucial to highlight how employers in essential sectors like childcare exploit student workers. They advertise "flexible student positions" to attract eager workers, but then treat us as an ultra-flexible labor buffer to cover their chronic understaffing. They expect us to show total flexibility for their business needs, but offer zero flexibility when we face major academic milestones. True flexibility cannot be a one-way street. Until employers actually respect that a student's primary purpose is their education, student employees will continue to suffer from severe burnout and compromised academic performance just to afford basic living expenses.

Manna Barua: That is a remarkably clear and powerful point to end on. The concept of one-sided flexibility in essential sectors adds a vital layer of depth to this study.

Participant J, I want to thank you so much for your time, openness, and valuable insights today. Your contribution will add significant value to this research dissertation. As a final reminder, this audio recording will now be transcribed into text, and the raw audio file will be permanently deleted to protect your privacy. You have a 14-day window from today if you wish to contact me and withdraw your data for any reason. 

Participant J: Thank you, Manna. I’m very glad I could participate and share my experience. I won't be withdrawing my data—I think it's really important that these issues get documented. Best of luck with writing up your dissertation!

Manna Barua: Thank you very much! I wish you the best of luck with your final modules and your future career in business management. Have a wonderful rest of your day!

Participant J: Thank you. Take care. Goodbye!
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Interview Transcript 9: Participant I

Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant I (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good morning, and thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me today to participate in this research project. I know how busy your schedule is with university and work commitments, so I genuinely appreciate you taking the time out of your day to sit down and talk with me. Before we officially begin our discussion, I need to complete a few administrative and ethical checks required by the university's research ethics committee. Can you please verbally confirm for the recording that you have received, read, and fully understood the Participant Information Sheet, and that you have also signed the Consent Form that I sent to you via email earlier this week? 

Participant I: Good morning, Manna. Yes, absolutely. I can confirm that I received the information sheet a couple of days ago, read through it carefully over the weekend, signed the consent form digitally, and emailed the completed document back to you yesterday afternoon.

Manna Barua: Thank you very much for doing that so promptly. Just to remind you of the strict ethical guidelines that govern this research, I want to emphasize that your participation today is entirely voluntary, and you are well within your rights to withdraw from this interview at any time, or to decline to answer any specific question, without needing to provide any reason or justification whatsoever. Furthermore, any data collected today will be kept strictly confidential. In the final dissertation report, your real name, as well as the name of your specific employer and workplace, will be replaced with pseudonyms—I will simply refer to you as Participant I to guarantee your absolute anonymity. We are audio recording this session today solely so that I can transcribe our conversation accurately for my thematic analysis, but the raw audio file will be permanently deleted once the written transcript is fully typed up and verified. Does all of that sound acceptable to you, and are you comfortable to proceed? 

Participant I: Yes, that all sounds perfectly fine and makes complete sense to me. I really appreciate the diligent steps you are taking to ensure anonymity. Working in retail management, people can often be quite sensitive about what staff say about workplace practices, so knowing that everything is fully anonymized definitely makes it much easier for me to speak frankly and openly about my experiences.

Manna Barua: That is exactly why those measures are firmly in place; I want you to feel completely safe sharing your honest, lived experiences. To begin, we will start with two brief screening questions just to ensure you meet the exact criteria for this research project. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant I: Yes, I am. I am currently studying for my MBA at the UWTSD Swansea campus. It involves a lot of practical group projects, module assessments, and independent case study analysis.

Manna Barua: Excellent, thank you for confirming that. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant I: I am indeed. I work as a sales assistant at a high-end fashion retail store located in the Swansea city centre. I have been officially employed there for about ten months now. I am on a part-time contract, but I typically work anywhere between fifteen and twenty hours a week, which fluctuates heavily depending on peak shopping periods, new stock arrivals, and staff availability.

Manna Barua: Perfect. That confirms you meet the necessary criteria for the study. Now we will transition into the main interview questions exploring your experiences balancing your job and your degree. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant I: On paper, my contract is described as a flexible part-time arrangement specifically tailored for working students. When I originally interviewed for the position, the store manager made a big selling point out of the idea that retail is the ultimate flexible job for university students. She explicitly told me that because the store opens seven days a week, they could easily build my work shifts around my academic timetable. We use an online staff portal where we are supposed to submit our availability three weeks in advance, blocking out times when we have mandatory lectures, seminars, or group project meetings.

However, the harsh reality of this flexibility is that it operates almost entirely to the benefit of the store, and it actually strips away my control over my own schedule. While I diligently log onto the portal and block out my lecture hours, management frequently overrides those blocked slots when they draft the rota. If there is a sudden shortage of staff because someone called in sick, or if a large shipment of new clothing arrives, I will get scheduled during hours I explicitly marked as unavailable. When I point out the clash with my university timetable, the standard management response is a short lecture about how everyone is expected to show flexibility during busy operational periods. My arrangement is flexible in the sense that my hours change constantly and unpredictably, but it is certainly not flexible in a way that respects or protects my academic obligations.

Manna Barua: It sounds like a very one-sided demand on your time, which must be incredibly difficult to navigate on top of a demanding degree program. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant I: It is an incredibly delicate, exhausting, and often overwhelming balancing act. Because I am studying for an MBA, my degree involves a heavy workload of both individual written coursework and collaborative group presentations. You can't really do effective strategic analysis or coordinate with five other students on a group deck in five-minute bursts; you need structured, dedicated time.

To manage this alongside working a strict twenty hours at a fast-paced retail store, my time management has to be organized with high precision. Because my work schedule changes from week to week, I cannot maintain a stable daily routine. I basically carry my laptop, notebooks, and textbooks with me everywhere I go.

When I am not in class, I try to utilize every spare moment during my work day. If I have a thirty-minute unpaid lunch break in the staff room, I am not relaxing or chatting with colleagues; I have my laptop open on my knees, reading journal articles or editing presentation slides while quickly eating my food. On days when I work an evening closing shift until nine at night, I have to force myself to stay up until one or two in the morning to finish my reading because I know I have an early morning seminar the next day. I manage the competing demands essentially by sacrificing all of my personal leisure time, my hobbies, and my social life. My week is entirely carved up between standing on the shop floor and sitting at my desk studying.

Manna Barua: The mental stamina required to manage that kind of relentless schedule while working in retail is intense. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant I: The stress is immense, constant, and it manifests as a perpetual, low-level feeling of anxiety. I live in a state of constant worry about whether a last-minute rota change will ruin an assignment deadline or prevent me from attending a crucial group project meeting. The irregular shift patterns mean my sleep schedule is completely shattered. Bouncing between late closing shifts at work and early morning lectures at university leaves me with chronic sleep deprivation, constant physical fatigue, and frequent brain fog.

Academically, my performance has taken a very clear and noticeable hit. In my first semester, before I started working these long retail hours, I was comfortably averaging a solid Merit with several modules touching Distinction marks. This semester, my average has dropped down to a basic Pass.

When I receive feedback from my university tutors on my written coursework, they frequently point out that while my foundational understanding of business concepts is solid, my critical evaluation sections feel rushed, brief, or underdeveloped. And that feedback is completely accurate—I am often writing those final critical evaluation sections late at night right after a six-hour shift standing on my feet on the shop floor, purely trying to hit the submission portal deadline before it closes. I know I am capable of achieving much higher grades, but my working hours swallow up the extra time and cognitive energy required to refine and polish my academic work.

Manna Barua: It is deeply frustrating to feel that your academic results are constrained by exhaustion and a lack of time. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant I: Yes, absolutely. There have been several moments, but the most prominent breaking point occurred during the midterm assessment period last semester. I had two major group presentations and an individual strategy essay due in the exact same week. I had gone to my manager three weeks in advance and formally requested that my hours be reduced to the absolute minimum twelve hours for that specific fortnight, which she had verbally agreed to accommodate.

However, when the rota was released on the staff portal, I discovered that I had been scheduled for my absolute maximum of twenty hours across the worst possible days, including three late evening closing shifts on the nights directly preceding my presentation days. I immediately went to the manager's office and reminded her of our agreement, explaining that I physically could not work those hours and perform well in my university assessments.

She completely dismissed my concerns, telling me that two senior staff members were on leave, the store was short-staffed, and everyone needed to pull their weight for the business. The specific factor that made me want to quit was the utter lack of empathy and total disregard for my education. I felt completely disrespected, as if my degree—which I am paying thousands of pounds for—was viewed as a minor inconvenience to her retail sales targets. I went home that night, opened a blank document on my laptop, and drafted a formal resignation email.

Manna Barua: But you didn't send that resignation email. Why was that?

Participant I: Pure financial dependency and fear. As angry and exhausted as I was, I sat down at my desk and opened my bank account app. My student finance loan covers my rent for my student flat, but it leaves me with virtually nothing for weekly groceries, utility bills, public transport, or basic living expenses.

The job market for part-time student work in Swansea is extremely competitive right now, and I knew that if I quit on the spot without another job lined up, I would run out of money within three weeks and be unable to buy food or pay my electric bill. The financial reality hit me like a brick wall. The fear of financial ruin completely forced me to swallow my pride and delete the resignation email. I ended up working all twenty hours that week, doing my project preparation on two or three hours of sleep a night. I passed my modules, but my grades were lower than they should have been, and the experience left me feeling completely trapped by my financial situation.

Manna Barua: That financial bind is a reality for so many students today. Looking at the workplace itself, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant I: Because the fashion chain I work for is a large national brand, there are extensive corporate policies posted on our internal staff HR portal. There is a specific policy document on flexible working and employee well-being that explicitly states the company is committed to supporting student employees by facilitating flexible shift patterns during exam and assessment periods.

However, on the actual shop floor, the workplace culture completely contradicts those written policies. Management's sole priority is hitting daily sales targets and ensuring floor coverage at the lowest possible labor cost. If an employee tries to cite the corporate HR policy to request study leave or protected shift times, management views them as uncooperative, difficult, or uncommitted to the company.

Among the floor staff, there is an unspoken rule that trying to enforce your rights via HR policies will just get you put on the manager's bad side. She won't fire you directly, but she will retaliate passively by assigning you the absolute worst shifts, like weekend closes or inventory counting rotations. So, while the policies exist on paper to make the company look good externally, culturally it is completely discouraged and penalized to actually use them.

Manna Barua: Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant I: Yes, I can. Following that awful midterm period, I decided to approach my store manager for a formal sit-down meeting in her office to request a structured, predictable schedule for the rest of the semester. I brought a printout of my university timetable and proposed working fixed shifts on Friday evenings, Saturdays, and Sundays—the peak shopping days when the store genuinely needs staff—while keeping my Monday through Thursday schedule completely clear for lectures, library research, and group work.

I calmly explained that the current erratic scheduling was causing severe sleep deprivation, hurting my academic performance, and creating unnecessary stress.

Her response was exceptionally blunt and unsupportive. She barely looked at my timetable, crossed her arms, and told me that retail operates entirely on open availability and flexibility. She said, "We don't offer fixed shift templates here. If you can't be available when the store needs you, then maybe working in retail isn't compatible with your lifestyle." She offered zero compromise and made it crystal clear that managing my university timetable was strictly my personal problem, not hers. Raising my concerns achieved absolutely nothing except marking me as a troublemaker who wasn't dedicated to the brand.

Manna Barua: That response must have been deeply disheartening. In light of that environment, are there any negative or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant I: There are definitely negative stories that circulate among the staff. A colleague of mine who was studying marketing had a mandatory, in-person industry workshop on a Friday afternoon that was directly linked to a module assessment. She informed management three weeks in advance via the portal that she could not work that Friday shift. The manager scheduled her anyway and flatly refused to adjust the rota or allow her to swap shifts with a coworker. The student had to make a choice between her university workshop and her job. She chose her degree, attended the workshop, and missed the retail shift. When she came in for her next shift, she was pulled into the office and given a formal disciplinary warning for an unauthorized absence. She was so disgusted by the treatment that she ended up quitting a week later.

On the other hand, I do have one positive story that involves one of our shift supervisors. She is a recent university graduate herself, so she genuinely understands the intense pressure of final deadlines. During a quiet weekday evening shift when I had an online business analytics quiz closing at midnight, she noticed how stressed I was behind the tills. Without asking the store manager, she took over my till station, told me to go sit in the back break room with my phone, and gave me an extended forty-five-minute break so I could complete my online quiz uninterrupted. That small act of informal peer support was an incredible relief. It showed me that empathy exists among colleagues on the floor, even if senior management is completely unyielding.

Manna Barua: That story really highlights the difference between peer support and formal management attitude. How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant I: My manager's approach creates an environment of total instability and constant friction. Because her scheduling style is entirely reactive, unpredictable, and focused solely on store coverage, I am forced to live in a perpetual state of short-term firefighting.

To succeed in an MBA, you need to be able to plan ahead. You need structured blocks of time for research, writing, and coordinating with group members. When my working hours change wildly from week to week, and when my submitted availability is routinely overridden, I cannot establish a stable academic routine. I can't confidently schedule group project meetings with my classmates because I never know if I'll be hit with an unexpected shift, and I can't pace my essay preparation effectively.

Her rigid, unsympathetic approach strips away all my personal autonomy and forces me to view my job as an adversary to my education, rather than a support system for it. It generates a tremendous amount of mental fatigue and resentment, because I am constantly forced to defend my study time against an employer who views my degree as irrelevant.

Manna Barua: That feeling of having to constantly defend your education against your job is a very powerful point. We are coming to the final question of our interview today. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand in the context of this research? 

Participant I: I think one crucial point that frequently gets overlooked in academic discussions about working students is how the concept of "flexible employment" has been completely twisted by employers.

Companies love to advertise flexible part-time jobs for students during recruitment drives because it makes them sound supportive. But in reality, what they offer is one-sided flexibility. They expect the student employee to be infinitely flexible for the business—stepping in at short notice, working unpredictable hours, and prioritizing the shop floor—while offering zero flexibility in return when the student faces major academic deadlines.

Employers treat student workers as a cheap, disposable, ultra-flexible labor buffer that can be expanded or contracted based on footfall, exploiting the fact that we are financially desperate to pay our rent and groceries. Until there is a structural shift where employers are legally or operationally required to honor their written work-life balance policies, student employees will continue to experience severe burnout, mental health struggles, and compromised academic performance just to afford basic survival. True flexibility must be a two-way street that respects the student's primary purpose for being at university.

Manna Barua: That is an exceptionally clear, profound, and vital perspective to end on. The concept of one-sided flexibility and the structural exploitation of student labor adds an incredibly rich layer of understanding to this dissertation.

Participant I, I want to sincerely thank you for your generous time, your openness, and your thoughtful answers today. Your insights are going to be immensely valuable for my research. As a final reminder before we close, this audio recording will now be transcribed into text, and the raw audio file will be permanently deleted to protect your privacy. You have a 14-day window from today during which you can contact me to withdraw your data from the study for any reason. 

Participant I: Thank you very much, Manna. I am really glad I could participate and share my experience for your study. I definitely won't be requesting any data withdrawal; I think it is really important that these issues are documented. Best of luck with writing up your MBA dissertation!

Manna Barua: I greatly appreciate that support! Thank you again for your time, and I wish you the absolute best of luck with your business degree and your future career. Have a wonderful rest of your day.

Participant I: Thank you. Take care. Goodbye!
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Interview Transcript 8: Participant H

Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant H (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good afternoon, and thank you so much for meeting with me today to participate in this research project. I really appreciate you setting aside time out of your busy schedule to share your experiences. Before we officially begin the interview, I need to complete a few standard administrative and ethical checks required by the university research ethics committee. Can you please verbally confirm for the recording that you have received, read, and fully understood the Participant Information Sheet, and that you have also signed the Consent Form that I sent to you via email earlier this week? 

Participant H: Good afternoon, Manna. Yes, I can confirm that I received the information sheet, read through it carefully over the weekend, and returned the signed consent form digitally yesterday afternoon.

Manna Barua: Thank you very much for doing that so promptly. Just to remind you of the ethical guidelines governing this study, I want to emphasize that your participation today is entirely voluntary, and you have the absolute right to withdraw from this interview at any point, or to skip any question, without needing to provide any reason or justification. Furthermore, all the data collected today will be kept strictly confidential. In the final dissertation report, your real name, as well as the specific name of your employer, will be replaced with pseudonyms—I will refer to you simply as Participant H to guarantee your anonymity. We are audio recording this session today solely so that I can accurately transcribe our conversation, but the raw audio file will be permanently deleted once the written transcript is fully verified. Does all of that sound clear and acceptable to you? 

Participant H: Yes, that all sounds completely fine and clear. Knowing that my identity and my workplace are fully anonymized makes me feel much more comfortable talking openly about my job.

Manna Barua: Perfect. To start, we will go through two brief screening questions just to verify that you meet the inclusion criteria for this study. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant H: Yes, I am. I am currently studying for my MBA at the UWTSD Swansea campus.

Manna Barua: Thank you. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant H: Yes, I am. I work as a shift supervisor at a large multiplex cinema complex located in the city centre. I’ve been working there for about ten months now. My contract is officially set at 15 hours a week, but during peak film release periods, I am pressured to work my absolute maximum of 20 hours.

Manna Barua: Excellent. That confirms you meet all the criteria for this research project. Now we will move into the main interview questions exploring your experiences balancing your employment and your academic responsibilities. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant H: The arrangement is framed as flexible, but in reality, it is completely dictated by the cinema’s operational demands and film scheduling cycles. When I was originally hired, the general manager made a big deal about how cinema work is ideal for university students because the peak business hours are late evenings and weekends, which theoretically leaves weekday mornings open for lectures. We use an automated scheduling system where we are supposed to log our availability two weeks in advance, blocking out times when we have university classes or client meetings.

However, the flexibility almost exclusively benefits the company. Because movie premiere dates and blockbuster weekends drive our customer volume, the scheduling shifts drastically depending on what films are out. If a major blockbuster opens, management ignores our submitted availability blocks. They will schedule me for late-night closing shifts, even if I have explicitly marked that I have an 8:30 AM university consulting module the next morning. When I bring up the clash, the store manager usually tells me that as a supervisor, I am expected to show flexibility when cinema footfall is high. So, the schedule fluctuates constantly, but it rarely flexes in a way that protects my university timetable.

Manna Barua: It sounds like a system where flexibility is heavily skewed toward business demand. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant H: It requires constant juggling and a very strict, almost rigid approach to time management. An MBA involves a lot of practical data collection, case study analysis, and group research projects alongside traditional essay writing. You can't really do market analysis or financial modelling in a rush; it requires proper concentration and set blocks of daylight hours.

Because my cinema shifts are heavily weighted toward evenings and late nights, I have to structure my study time into very defined daytime windows. On days when I have an evening shift starting at 5:00 PM, I force myself to be at the university library or in the computer lab by 8:30 AM to complete my research before work. During quiet mid-week shifts—like a slow Tuesday afternoon screening—I sometimes use my break to review market data on my laptop in the staff room.

The hardest part is managing the physical fatigue. When you spend six hours on your feet managing customer queues, cleaning projection screens, and closing down concession stands until two in the morning, your brain is completely drained. Trying to wake up four hours later to attend a morning financial modelling workshop or go on a corporate site visit requires pure willpower. I manage the demands simply by eliminating almost all of my personal leisure time. My week is entirely divided between the cinema and my degree.

Manna Barua: That continuous physical and mental exertion must take a significant toll on you. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant H: The impact on my stress levels is very noticeable. I operate in a state of perpetual hyper-vigilance. I am constantly checking my work app to see if the rota has been changed, worrying about whether a late closing shift will leave me too tired to perform well in an upcoming data analysis practical. The irregular sleep pattern is the worst aspect. Bouncing between late-night finishes at 2:00 AM and early morning lectures at 8:30 AM completely disrupts my sleep cycle, which leads to chronic fatigue, tension headaches, and frequent brain fog.

Academically, it has definitely prevented me from performing at my best. In my first semester, before I stepped up into the supervisor role at work, my grades were comfortably in the Distinction range. This semester, as my work hours have expanded, my average has dropped to a Merit.

The feedback I get on my research reports often points out that my methodologies are sound, but my critical discussion sections feel rushed or brief. And that feedback is completely accurate—I am often writing those final analysis sections late at night right after a grueling closing shift just to meet the submission deadline. I know I have the capability to produce First-Class academic work, but my working hours swallow up the extra time needed to refine and polish my assignments.

Manna Barua: It is deeply frustrating to feel that your academic results are constrained by exhaustion. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant F: Yes, absolutely. There was a breaking point during the spring semester that almost made me quit on the spot. We had a major compulsory consulting module where we had to collect market data from local businesses over three consecutive days and present our findings in a detailed strategic report.

That exact same week, three major film releases coincided, creating massive customer volume at the cinema. My store manager posted a rota that assigned me to four consecutive late-night closing shifts right in the middle of my market research days. I went to her office and explained that I physically could not conduct market research at 8:00 AM after finishing closing shifts at 2:00 AM, and I asked to be swapped off two of those shifts.

She completely dismissed my request. She told me that the holiday release schedule was critical for the cinema's quarterly revenue, and that if I wasn't willing to work peak shifts, she would have to rethink my supervisor position and cut my guaranteed contract hours. The specific factor that made me want to leave was the utter lack of respect for my degree. I felt exploited, as if my education was viewed as a minor hobby that should automatically take a back seat to selling cinema tickets. I went back to my locker, sat down, and started writing a resignation email on my phone.

Manna Barua: What stopped you from sending that email and resigning?

Participant H: Pure financial dependency. As much as I wanted to walk out, I sat there and calculated my monthly expenses. My student loan covers my rent, but it leaves me with virtually nothing for food, or specialized business resources like premium statistical software and financial datasets

The job market for part-time student work in Swansea is really competitive, and I knew that if I quit without another job lined up, I wouldn't be able to pay my electricity bill or buy groceries within three weeks. The fear of financial instability completely overrode my anger. I deleted the resignation draft, worked the late-night shifts, and conducted my market research on three hours of sleep a night. I got through it, but my report grade suffered, and I felt completely trapped by my financial circumstances.

Manna Barua: That financial bind is a reality for so many students today. Looking at the workplace itself, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant H: Because the cinema is part of a national entertainment chain, there are formal corporate policies posted on our internal staff portal. There is a specific policy document regarding "Student Commitments and Flexible Scheduling," which states that managers should actively support staff undertaking higher education by accommodating study leave and maintaining reasonable shift patterns during assessment periods.

However, on the ground level, the actual workplace culture completely contradicts those corporate documents. The culture on the floor is entirely driven by box office targets, concession sales metrics, and staffing coverage. If you try to cite the corporate policy to request a reduced workload during exams, management views you as entitled or uncommitted to the business.

Among the senior management team, there is an implicit attitude that if you accept a supervisory role, you forfeit the right to lean on student flexibility policies. The culture rewards people who sacrifice their personal lives for the cinema, while those who try to set boundaries for their education are quietly marginalized. So, while the policies exist on paper to make the company look modern and supportive, culturally it is completely discouraged to actually use them.

Manna Barua: Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant H: Yes. Following that awful week during my fieldwork module, I decided to approach the general manager directly to request a formal adjustment to my working pattern for the upcoming final assessment period. I prepared a document showing my university timetable, my upcoming assignment deadlines, and a proposed schedule where I would work exclusively Friday evenings and weekend day shifts, leaving my weeknights free for studying.

I sat down with him and calmly explained that my current shift pattern was causing severe sleep deprivation and hurting my academic performance. I asked if we could formally agree on a temporary cap of 18 hours per week until my exams were finished.

His response was very rigid and unsupportive. He looked at my proposed schedule, shook his head, and told me that the cinema business simply does not operate on fixed, predictable templates. He said, "If everyone asks for weeknights off to study, we won't have anyone to run the evening screenings." He basically told me that managing my university workload was my personal responsibility, and that if I couldn't handle the unpredictability of the cinema industry alongside my degree, I should consider stepping down from my supervisory role to a basic floor staff position with lower pay. My attempt to raise concerns resulted in a subtle threat of demotion rather than any actual support.

Manna Barua: That response must have been deeply disheartening. In light of that environment, are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant H: There are definitely negative stories that circulate among the team. A colleague of mine who was studying media production had a mandatory weekend film shoot for final project. She submitted her time-off request a month in advance, but the manager scheduled her for a busy Saturday afternoon shift anyway because a big animated film was opening. When she tried to explain that missing her university film shoot would mean failing the module, the manager refused to alter the rota. She chose to attend her university shoot, missed the shift, and was formally disciplined for an unauthorized absence, which eventually led to her leaving the company altogether.

On the other hand, I do have one positive story that involves our assistant floor manager. He used to be a student at UWTSD himself a few years ago, so he genuinely understands the pressure. During my winter exam week, I was scheduled for a closing shift on the night before a major Corporate Law exam. The assistant manager saw how exhausted and stressed I was in the staff room. Without telling the general manager, he rearranged the floor duties for that evening—he assigned me to the quiet projection control desk where I could sit down, monitor the digital projectors, and spend four hours quietly reviewing my revision notes on my tablet while he handled the busy concession stands himself. That small act of informal support made a massive difference and allowed me to pass that exam. It showed me that individual empathy exists, even if the formal management structure is completely unyielding.

Manna Barua: That story really highlights the difference between peer support and formal management attitude. How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant H: My manager's approach makes long-term academic planning almost impossible. Because her scheduling style is reactive, unpredictable, and entirely focused on cinema footfall, I am forced to live in a state of constant short-term firefighting.

An MBA requires structured time for market research, data analysis, and reading academic literature. When my working hours change wildly from week to week, and when my requested availability is frequently overridden, I cannot establish a stable study routine. I can't join consistent study groups with my peers, and I can't plan my assignment research weeks in advance because I never know if I'll be hit with an unexpected series of late-night closing shifts.

Her rigid approach strips away my autonomy and forces me to treat my degree as something I have to fit into the leftover cracks of my work life, rather than treating my education as the priority. It builds up a tremendous amount of stress and resentment, because I feel like I am constantly battling my employer just to get the time I need to earn my degree.

Manna Barua: That feeling of having to fight for your study time is a very powerful point. We are coming to the end of our interview questions now. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant H: I think one crucial point that often gets overlooked in discussions about working students is the specific impact on intensive, project-based degrees. A lot of workplace flexibility policies seem to assume that university consists merely of sitting in a lecture hall for a few hours a week, where you can easily catch up by reading slides online.

For an MBA, you cannot simply 'catch up online' on a live consulting pitch, a strategy simulation, or a group data collection exercise. When an employer schedules you for a late-night shift that makes it physically impossible to participate in morning market research, they aren't just making you tired—they are directly undermining your practical education.

Employers love to advertise "flexible hours for students," but what they really offer is flexibility on their terms, using students as a fluid labor force that can be expanded or contracted based on business needs. Until employers recognize that university is a full-time professional commitment requiring predictable boundaries, student workers will continue to suffer from chronic burnout and compromised academic performance.

Manna Barua: That is an exceptionally clear and insightful perspective to end on. The distinction between lecture-based learning and practical, field-based requirements is a really important detail for this study.

Thank you so much for your time, openness, and thoughtful answers today, Participant H. Your insights are going to be immensely valuable for my dissertation research. As a final reminder, this audio recording will now be transcribed, and the raw audio file will be permanently deleted to protect your privacy. You have a 14-day window from today if you wish to withdraw your data from the study for any reason. 

Participant H: Thank you, Manna. I'm really glad I could share my experience, and I won't be requesting any data withdrawal. Best of luck with your research and writing up the dissertation!

Manna Barua: Thank you very much! Have a great rest of your day.

Participant H: You too. Bye!
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Interview Transcript 7: Participant G

Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant G (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good afternoon, and thank you for taking the time to participate in this qualitative research project. Before we officially begin the interview, I need to complete a few administrative and ethical checks required by the university. Can you please verbally confirm for the recording that you have received, read, and fully understood the Participant Information Sheet, and that you have signed the Consent Form that I provided to you earlier this week? 

Participant G: Good afternoon, Manna. Yes, I can confirm that I read through the information sheet a couple of days ago. I signed the consent form digitally and emailed the completed document back to you earlier today.

Manna Barua: Thank you very much for doing that so promptly. Just to remind you of the ethical guidelines governing this research, your participation today is entirely voluntary, and you have the right to withdraw from this interview at any time without needing to provide any reason. Furthermore, all data collected today will be kept strictly confidential. In the final dissertation report, your real name and the name of your employer will be replaced with pseudonyms—I will simply refer to you as Participant G to guarantee your anonymity. We are audio recording this session today solely so that I can transcribe our conversation accurately, but the raw audio file will be permanently deleted once the written transcript is completed. Does all of that sound acceptable to you? 

Participant G: Yes, that sounds perfectly fine to me. Knowing that everything is fully anonymized definitely makes it much easier for me to speak frankly about my employer.

Manna Barua: That is exactly why those measures are in place. To begin, we will start with two brief screening questions just to ensure you meet the criteria for this research project. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant G: Yes, I am. I am currently studying for my MBA at the UWTSD Lampeter campus.

Manna Barua: Excellent, thank you. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant G: Yes, I am. I work as a retail assistant at a high-street clothing store located in the town centre. I have been employed there for about eight months. I am officially on a zero-hour contract, but I typically work anywhere between 15 and 20 hours a week depending on the season and staff availability.

Manna Barua: Perfect. That confirms you meet the necessary criteria for the study. Now we will transition into the main interview questions exploring your experiences balancing your job and your degree. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant G: Flexibility is quite deceptive when it comes to zero-hour contracts in retail. When I interviewed for the job, the store manager claimed that a zero-hour contract was the ultimate flexible arrangement for students because I could choose my hours around my lectures.

However, the reality is that flexibility operates almost entirely to the benefit of the store. We do not have a formal scheduling app; the manager just posts a picture of the weekly rota in our staff WhatsApp group every Thursday for the week starting on Sunday. If I need a specific day off for a seminar, I have to message her weeks in advance and hope she remembers.

Because there are no guaranteed hours, flexibility is used as leverage. If the store is busy or short-staffed, she drops shifts onto my schedule without asking. When I point out that I have mandatory university commitments, she implies that I am not being a team player. The arrangement changes constantly, but it is certainly not flexible in a way that respects my academic timetable.

Manna Barua: It sounds like a very one-sided demand on your time. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant G: It is an exhausting balancing act. Because I am studying for my MBA, my degree involves an enormous amount of heavy reading, analyzing business case studies, and writing long strategic reports. I need uninterrupted blocks of time in the library to make real progress.

To manage this alongside working up to 20 hours in retail, my time management has to be strict. Because my shifts change every single week, I cannot build a permanent routine. I carry my textbooks and laptop everywhere.

During my 30-minute unpaid lunch break in the staff room, I read journal articles instead of resting. I do the vast majority of my heavy coursework on my actual days off, which means I do not really have any true days off. It is either an eight-hour shift of standing on the shop floor or an eight-hour day sitting in the library. I am constantly squeezing coursework into every free fragment of time I can find.

Manna Barua: In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant G: The stress is constant. Retail work is physically demanding—standing on your feet all day and dealing with difficult customers leaves me physically exhausted. Simultaneously, I feel anxious about my degree because I am not giving it the focus it deserves. An MBA requires analytical energy. When you have been awake since six in the morning dealing with stock deliveries, you cannot be a critically engaged student in an afternoon seminar.

Physically, the erratic scheduling leaves me with brain fog and frequent tension headaches.

Academically, I am sitting at a Merit, but it is frustrating because I know I could do better. My essay feedback often notes that my work lacks deeper strategic and financial analysis. I feel defeated reading that because I know how to do that analysis, but I had to write the concluding paragraphs of my essays at midnight after closing the store. My working hours swallow up the time and energy I need to reach my full potential.

Manna Barua: Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant G: Yes, particularly late last semester during midterms. I had a major assignment due and had asked the manager weeks in advance to reduce my hours to a single shift for that fortnight. She gave me a vague response saying she would try.

However, during the week my essay was due, the store launched a promotional sale. The manager panicked and scheduled me for four consecutive evening closing shifts. When I messaged her explaining that I had a major deadline, she told me that if I didn't show up, she would remember my lack of commitment when assigning hours the following month.

Because I am on a zero-hour contract, that was a direct threat to my income. The specific factor that made me want to quit was the realization that my employer was actively weaponizing my contract against my education. I felt trapped and exploited, and I drafted a resignation text right then and there.

Manna Barua: What stopped you from sending that text or resigning?

Participant G: Financial reality. My student loan covers my accommodation, but it barely leaves enough for groceries, travel, or books. If I had resigned, I would not have been able to afford food by the end of the month. The threat of zero income keeps you in a job you hate. I ended up working those closing shifts, going to the library early every morning on pure caffeine to finish the essay. I passed, but my grade was significantly lower than it should have been.

Manna Barua: Are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant G: There is an extensive corporate employee portal with polished policies about employee well-being and flexible working rights for students.

However, the culture on the shop floor completely contradicts the portal. Retail culture is dictated by the idea that sales targets come first. If a policy inconveniences the operation of the store, it is frowned upon to use it. Asking for study leave is viewed as a lack of loyalty or being lazy. Using work-life balance policies puts a target on your back, and with a zero-hour contract, managers retaliate by simply giving you zero hours the following week.

Manna Barua: Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant G: A few months ago, I was feeling burnt out and falling behind on reading. I asked for a chat with the store manager and proposed working exclusively Friday evenings and Saturdays—the busiest retail periods—leaving weekdays free for my degree.

She was completely dismissive. She said retail is an evening and weekend business and that they don't do set schedules. When I mentioned the company's flexible working policy for students, she said the needs of the business dictate the rota and suggested that if I couldn't handle retail, I should look for another job. Raising the concern just marked me as a troublemaker.

Manna Barua: Are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant G: A negative story involves a coworker who was a nursing student. She had a mandatory hospital placement and gave weeks of notice that she couldn't work a specific Wednesday. The manager scheduled her anyway and refused to change the rota. The student chose her placement, missed the retail shift, and the manager retaliated by giving her zero hours for three weeks until she was forced to quit.

On the positive side, we have a floor supervisor who is doing a Master's degree. During a busy Saturday shift, I was panicking on the till because an online university quiz was closing in an hour. She saw me stressing, took over my till, and told me to clock out early to go to the library. She risked getting disciplined to support me, showing that empathy comes from peers rather than corporate structure.

Manna Barua: How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant G: It creates total instability. To succeed in an MBA, you need structured time for research and writing. My manager treats my time as something she owns. By posting rotas late, changing them without notice, and using zero-hour contracts as a threat, she strips away my autonomy. I can't commit to study groups or plan essay preparation. I am constantly reacting to schedule disasters, which builds a lot of resentment toward the job.

Manna Barua: Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant G: I think it's important to highlight how the "student" label is weaponized. At university, I am treated as a developing academic whose ideas are respected. At work, my status as a student is used to treat me as cheap, disposable labor who will accept bad conditions out of financial desperation. Employers advertise zero-hour contracts as "flexible," but it is just a legal way to transfer scheduling stress onto the student. The psychological whiplash between those two identities is exhausting. True flexibility needs to respect the fact that we are trying to build professional lives outside of these low-wage jobs.

Manna Barua: That is a very powerful point to end on. Thank you so much for sharing your time and insights today, Participant G. Your contribution is invaluable to this research. As a final reminder, this audio will now be transcribed, the recording deleted, and you have 14 days to withdraw your data if you choose. 

Participant G: Thank you, Manna. I won't be withdrawing my data. Best of luck with your dissertation!

Manna Barua: Thank you, and good luck with your studies! Have a great day.
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Interview Transcript 6: Participant F

Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant F (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good morning, and thank you for agreeing to meet with me today to contribute to this research project. I know how precious your time is right now, so I genuinely appreciate you making room in your schedule. Before we officially commence this interview, I need to complete a few mandatory ethical checks. Can you please verbally confirm for the recording that you have received, read, and fully understood the Participant Information Sheet, and that you have also signed the Consent Form that I sent over to you earlier this week? 

Participant F: Good morning, Manna. Yes, I can confirm that I read through the information sheet thoroughly over the weekend. I signed the consent form digitally, and I emailed the completed document back to you yesterday evening.

Manna Barua: Thank you very much for doing that so promptly. Just to remind you of the ethical guidelines governing this research, I want to emphasize that your participation today is entirely voluntary, and you are well within your rights to withdraw from this interview at any time without needing to provide any reason whatsoever. Furthermore, any data collected today will be kept strictly confidential. In the final dissertation, your real name, as well as the name of your specific employer and workplace, will be replaced with pseudonyms to guarantee your anonymity—I will simply refer to you as Participant F. We are audio recording this session today solely for transcription purposes, but the raw audio file will be permanently deleted once the written transcript is fully typed up. Does all of that sound acceptable to you? 

Participant F: Yes, that sounds perfectly fine and very clear. Working in a local business, you always worry a little bit about management finding out what you say, so knowing that everything is fully anonymized makes it much easier to speak frankly about my experiences.

Manna Barua: That is exactly why those measures are firmly in place. Let’s start with two brief screening questions just to ensure you meet the exact criteria for this research project. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant F: Yes, I am. I am currently studying for my MBA at the UWTSD Swansea campus. It is a very intensive, project-based degree program.

Manna Barua: Excellent, thank you. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant F: I am indeed. I work as a front-of-house supervisor at a very busy, high-end fine-dining restaurant situated in the city centre. I have been employed in this specific role since my MBA started. "I am on a part-time contract, but I typically work right up to my 20-hour limit, heavily dependent on the tourist season and staff turnover.

Manna Barua: Perfect. That confirms you meet the necessary criteria for the study. Now we will transition into the main interview questions exploring your experiences balancing your job and your degree. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant F: The word "flexible" is used very liberally in the hospitality industry, but in my experience, it is almost entirely a one-way street. When I originally interviewed for the job, the general manager made a huge selling point out of the fact that the restaurant operates seven days a week, from midday until midnight. He explicitly told me that because I was a university student, working there would be perfect. He claimed they could easily fit my shifts around my lectures and studio time.

However, the reality of this flexibility is that it operates almost entirely to the benefit of the restaurant. I am on a minimum guaranteed contract of 16 hours, but they fully expect me to work right up to my absolute 20-hour maximum. We use a digital scheduling application where I am supposed to input my availability a month in advance. I diligently block out the days I have mandatory on-campus lectures, group strategy tutorials, or critical case assessment days.

The major problem is that the rota manager frequently ignores these blocked-out days. If a large corporate party books a private dining room at the last minute, or if we have a massive weekend service and two waiters call in sick, the manager will simply schedule me regardless of what my digital availability says. When I point out that I have marked that specific day as unavailable due to university commitments, the standard management response is that flexibility goes both ways, and the business really needs me to step up. My arrangement is flexible in the sense that my hours change wildly and unpredictably, but it is certainly not flexible in a way that respects my academic timetable.

Manna Barua: It sounds like a very one-sided demand on your time, which must be incredibly difficult to navigate. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant F: It is an incredibly delicate, exhausting, and often overwhelming balancing act. Because I am studying for an MBA, my degree involves an enormous amount of practical, time-consuming application. It isn't just sitting in a lecture hall taking notes and reading textbooks; I have to design complex business strategies, create detailed financial models, and spend hours using data analysis software that requires me to be physically present in the university's high-spec computer labs. When I am in a research phase, I really need to be in the library from early morning until the evening to make any meaningful progress.

To manage this alongside working my full 20 hours at a demanding restaurant, my time management has to be military-like in its precision. During my major project weeks, I often ask to be put exclusively on the late closing shifts at the restaurant, which run from five in the evening to roughly two in the morning. That way, I don't miss my vital daytime research hours. But that means I finish a grueling shift on my feet at two in the morning, sleep for maybe four or five hours, and then force myself out of bed to be back in the university business hub for a nine o'clock morning seminar.

When I am not on campus, I try to utilize the rare quiet periods during my restaurant shifts. If I am working a Tuesday lunch service and the dining room is empty, I will have my iPad hidden behind the host stand. I try to read business history texts or sketch out preliminary strategy concepts while waiting for customers. It means my coursework is constantly interrupted by guest requests, but I have no other choice. If I don't try to chip away at my university work while I am standing at that desk, it simply won't get done.

Manna Barua: The physical and mental stamina required to manage that kind of relentless schedule is intense. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant F: The stress is immense, pervasive, and it manifests in a constant, low-level feeling of guilt and inadequacy. I feel incredibly guilty at the restaurant because I am often too physically tired to provide the excellent customer service that fine dining requires. Simultaneously, I feel intensely guilty at the university because I know I am not giving my degree the focus it deserves. An MBA requires a massive amount of strategic focus, patience, and enthusiasm. When you have been awake for twenty hours dealing with demanding customers, you simply cannot be the vibrant, critically engaged student that the tutors expect.

Physically, the chronic sleep deprivation wreaks havoc on my body. The constantly shifting circadian rhythms from jumping between early university mornings and late-night restaurant closes leave me with perpetual brain fog, frequent tension headaches, and a compromised immune system.

In terms of my academic performance, I am currently sitting at a solid Merit, which I am objectively proud of under the circumstances, but it is deeply frustrating because I know what I am truly capable of achieving. I have received feedback on my strategic portfolios saying things like, "This is a solid structural foundation, but it lacks the creative flair and deeper theoretical analysis expected at the MBA level." I read that feedback and I honestly just want to cry, because I know exactly how to add that creative flair, but I had to build that financial model at three in the morning after cashing up the restaurant tills. I know my final portfolio won't reflect my true potential because my working hours simply swallow up all my time and energy.

Manna Barua: It is deeply unfair that your potential is capped by pure exhaustion rather than a lack of ability. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant F: Yes, absolutely, there have been many times, but there was one specific incident last December that very nearly pushed me to resign on the spot.

I was in the middle of preparing for my presentation. It is highly stressful and incredibly important for our final grades. I had spent weeks begging the restaurant management to reduce my hours to the bare minimum sixteen hours just for that specific fortnight, and they had verbally agreed to do so.

However, during the week of my jury, the restaurant hosted several large corporate Christmas parties. A few junior staff members quit without notice because they couldn't handle the stress, and the general manager completely panicked. I received a frantic phone call while I was in the university library, informing me that I had been scheduled for two consecutive ten-hour evening shifts, maxing out my hours instantly.

I called the manager back and explained that I physically could not do it, that I had my formal university pitch in three days, and that I desperately needed the evenings to finish formatting my financial data and rehearse my presentation. He was entirely unsympathetic and shockingly aggressive. He told me that if I didn't show up for those shifts, it would be treated as gross misconduct. The specific factor that made me want to leave was the realization that my employer viewed my career-defining university assessment as completely irrelevant compared to serving wine to corporate clients. I felt utterly trapped, disrespected, and exploited. I drafted a resignation text right then and there.

Manna Barua: But you didn't send that text or follow through with resigning. Why was that?

Participant F: Because the cost of living crisis is my harsh, daily reality. I do not have a financial safety net to fall back on. I have rent to pay, I have expensive business software subscriptions to buy, and I have utility bills that my student finance simply does not cover. If I had resigned in that highly emotional moment, I would not have been able to pay my rent the following week. The threat of eviction is an incredibly effective tool for keeping people in jobs they hate. I ended up working those shifts. I went into my university pitch running entirely on caffeine and pure panic. I passed, but my grade was significantly lower than it should have been.

Manna Barua: That is a very stark illustration of the intense financial pressures working students are facing right now. Are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant F: Because the restaurant is part of a larger regional hospitality group, there is an extensive corporate intranet filled with polished, modern policies. There is a whole module in our onboarding training dedicated to employee well-being and flexible working requests. They explicitly highlight that employees have the statutory right to request flexible working patterns to accommodate higher education or caregiving.

However, the culture at the ground level could not be more different from the corporate human resources handbook. In the high-end hospitality sector, the culture is entirely dictated by the toxic mantra that the guest comes first, always, at the expense of everything else. If a policy benefits the employee but slightly inconveniences the operation of the restaurant, it is heavily frowned upon to invoke it.

If you try to submit a formal flexible working request to guarantee study days, the management views it as a profound lack of loyalty to the team. The prevailing attitude is that everyone works hard, everyone is tired, and asking for special treatment because you are a university student is arrogant. It is absolutely not culturally accepted. Using the work-life balance policies puts a massive target on your back, and managers will often retaliate passively by giving you the absolute worst shifts, like the dreaded Sunday double shifts, purely to punish you for being difficult.

Manna Barua: That punitive culture must make it incredibly intimidating to advocate for your own academic needs. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant F: Yes, I can. Going back to the lead-up to my final MBA thesis project, I tried to do everything correctly by the book. I scheduled a formal, sit-down meeting with the General Manager two full months before my thesis deadline. I brought a printed letter outlining my university requirements, detailing exactly which days I would be unavailable, and proposing a very fair compromise where I would work exclusively Friday and Saturday nights to ensure I still met my minimum contracted hours while helping during peak service times.

I raised my genuine concern that the current erratic scheduling was causing my mental health to deteriorate, my grades to slip, and that I desperately needed a period of predictability to finish my degree successfully.

His reception was remarkably cold and dismissive. He glanced at the letter for about two seconds, slid it back across the desk to me, and said that they do not do set schedules in hospitality, and that a restaurant is not a bank. When I politely reminded him of the company's flexible working policy, he told me that any request that damages the operational capacity of the business can be legally denied, and that my request was operationally impossible. He essentially told me that managing my university timetable was my personal problem. Raising the concern achieved absolutely nothing except making him view me as a troublemaker who wasn't dedicated to the brand.

Manna Barua: That outright dismissal of a professional proposal is incredibly discouraging to hear. Are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant F: The negative stories are unfortunately very common. I had a colleague who was studying law at UWTSD. She had a mandatory, in-person moot court assessment that was worth a massive forty percent of her final grade. The rota manager deliberately scheduled her for a day shift on the exact day of her assessment, despite her having booked it off and having it approved weeks in advance. When the schedule came out, she pleaded with management, explaining the severity of the situation. They flatly refused to adjust the rota, claiming they were too short-staffed. She couldn't find anyone willing to take the shift, so she had to make a choice. She chose her law degree and didn't show up for the shift. When she came in for her next scheduled shift two days later, she was pulled into the office and fired on the spot for job abandonment. The complete refusal of the environment to adjust destroyed her livelihood in an instant.

However, I do have a positive story. We have a shift supervisor who is incredibly empathetic. Off the official books, he will adjust the restaurant environment for me. When we work together, as soon as the main dinner rush is over and the restaurant quiets down, he will take the front desk reservation tablet into the back office and tell me to go sit in the staff room for two hours to study uninterrupted. He handles all the late-night guest queries and essentially does two jobs so that I can have protected study time. He risks getting severely disciplined by upper management to support me. It shows that adjusting the environment is entirely possible, but it requires the personal bravery and empathy of a colleague, rather than the structural support of the company.

Manna Barua: That is a remarkable act of solidarity. Considering that, how does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant F: It completely undermines my ability to manage anything effectively. Because the senior manager’s approach is entirely reactive, dictatorial, and unsympathetic, he creates an environment of total instability and chaos.

To succeed in a demanding degree like Architecture, you need structure. You need to know when you are designing, when you are studying, and when you are resting. My manager’s approach treats my time as a commodity that he outright owns. By releasing rotas at the last minute, changing them without notice, and refusing to honor my availability, he strips away all my autonomy.

This forces me to live in a constant state of high anxiety and hyper-vigilance. I cannot commit to university study groups because I don't know if I will have to cancel at the last minute. I cannot plan my design preparation effectively because I don't know if I will have the evening free or if I will be stuck behind a bar dealing with complaints until three in the morning. His approach forces me into a defensive posture, where I am constantly trying to mitigate disasters rather than actually building a successful academic and professional life. It makes me deeply resent the job.

Manna Barua: That feeling of resentment is a very powerful response to such an unsupportive environment. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant F: I think there is one crucial aspect that frequently gets overlooked in academic discussions about working students. A lot of the conversation focuses purely on the logistical challenge of finding the time to study. But what is rarely discussed is the severe psychological burden of constantly context-switching between wildly different power dynamics and identities.

When I am at university, I am treated as a developing professional. I am given intellectual authority in the studio; I am expected to lead and to make complex design decisions. My lecturers treat me with respect and expect intellectual rigor from me.

But the very moment I walk through the doors of the restaurant and put on my uniform, that professional identity entirely disappears. I am immediately treated as a disposable, low-wage, unskilled worker. I am micromanaged, spoken down to by management, and frequently verbally abused by entitled guests over trivial things I cannot control.

The psychological whiplash of going from a respected MBA student in the morning to a subservient hospitality worker in the evening is agonizing. It creates a massive cognitive dissonance. You spend all day building up your professional confidence, only to have it completely stripped away during an eight-hour night shift. I think if employers want to understand why student retention in these jobs is so low, they need to look beyond just the scheduling conflicts and start looking at how they actually treat the human beings who are trying to better themselves. True flexibility isn't just about giving us the right hours; it is about respecting the dual lives we are leading.

Manna Barua: That is an exceptionally profound point to end on. The psychological whiplash between those two distinct professional identities adds an incredibly rich, vital layer of understanding to this research. Participant F, I want to sincerely thank you for your generous time today. Your detailed narratives have been absolutely invaluable, and they will contribute significantly to the depth of my dissertation. Just as a final reminder before we close, the audio from this interview will now be transcribed, and the original recording will be securely destroyed to protect your anonymity. You have a period of 14 days during which you can contact me to withdraw your participation or your data, should you change your mind. 

Participant F: Thank you very much, Manna. I am really glad I could participate and share my side of the story. I certainly won't be withdrawing my data; I think it is really important that these systemic issues are documented. I wish you the very best of luck with your MBA dissertation.

Manna Barua: I greatly appreciate that. Thank you again for your time, and I wish you the absolute best of luck with your final MBA portfolio and your future career. Have a wonderful rest of your day.

Participant F: Thank you. Take care. Goodbye.
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Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant E (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good afternoon, and thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me today. Before we officially begin the interview, I just want to verbally verify that you have read through the Participant Information Sheet and that you have signed and returned the Consent Form. 

Participant E: Good afternoon. Yes, I read everything carefully over the weekend, and I sent the signed consent form back to your email yesterday.

Manna Barua: Excellent, thank you. As a quick reminder, your participation is completely voluntary, and you have the absolute right to withdraw from this study at any time within 14 days without needing to give a reason. Everything you say today will be kept strictly confidential. Your real name and the name of your workplace will be replaced with pseudonyms—referring to you as Participant E—in the final dissertation report. We are recording this session for transcription purposes, but the raw audio file will be permanently deleted as soon as it is typed up. Does all of that sound okay to you? 

Participant E: Yes, that sounds completely fine. I’m happy to help out with your research.

Manna Barua: Thank you. We will start with two brief screening questions just to confirm that you meet the criteria for this study. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant E: Yes, I am. I’m currently studying for my MBA.

Manna Barua: Perfect. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant E: Yes. I work part-time as a healthcare assistant at a local residential care home. I’ve been working there for about eight months now, usually doing my maximum of 20 hours a week.

Manna Barua: Excellent, that confirms you fit the criteria. Now we can move into the main interview questions. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant E: Well, the care home uses a digital rota system, and on paper, it’s supposed to be quite flexible. We have an app where we can submit our preferred shift availability or pick up open shifts. Because I'm a student, my manager initially told me that I could block out my lecture days and that they would build the rota around my university timetable.

In reality, the flexibility is heavily restricted by minimum staffing ratios. In a care home setting, if three people call in sick, the "flexibility" vanishes immediately. My manager will look at my submitted availability, see that I have a university seminar on a Wednesday morning, but schedule me anyway because they are desperate for cover on the floor. So, the arrangement is flexible only when it suits the business needs of the care home, rather than my academic schedule.

Manna Barua: That sounds like a very challenging environment to maintain a routine in. With those kinds of unpredictable schedule changes, how do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant E: It is an ongoing juggling act that leaves me feeling constantly drained. Healthcare work is physically demanding—you are on your feet for 8 to 10 hours, helping residents, doing personal care, walking around constantly.

When I get home, I often don't have the physical energy to sit down and write an academic essay. I manage my time by micro-scheduling every single day. I carry my laptop with me everywhere. If I have a quiet hour during a late shift, or if I’m on a break, I try to read journal articles on my phone or outline assignment structures. But most of my actual coursework gets pushed into late-night blocks or crammed entirely into my weekends. It means I sacrifice all my downtime and social life just to stay afloat.

Manna Barua: That continuous cycle must take a heavy toll. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant E: The stress levels are very high, and a lot of it is emotional as well as physical. Working in care means you form attachments to the residents. Sometimes you leave a heavy shift feeling emotionally exhausted, and then you are expected to switch gears immediately, open a textbook, and write a critical analysis on organizational behavior and healthcare management. My brain often feels like it's running on empty.

As for my academic performance, it has definitely taken a hit. Last semester, I used to get Merits and occasional Distinctions. Now, I’m scraping just enough to pass. I know I’m capable of doing better research and writing deeper papers, but I simply don't have the cognitive bandwidth or the hours in the day to refine my work. I write a draft, check that it meets the basic criteria, and submit it because I have to prepare for my next shift at the care home.

Manna Barua: It is clear how much the lack of time impacts your academic potential. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant E: Oh, absolutely. I think about handing in my notice almost every week, but the closest I came was during the winter flu season a few months ago.

We had an outbreak at the care home, which meant staff sickness skyrocketed and management imposed a total freeze on holiday and time off. At the exact same time, I had two major assignments due and a presentation. I was working extra night shifts to cover for sick colleagues, sleeping maybe three hours a night, and trying to study in the staff room during my 15-minute tea breaks.

The specific factor that pushed me to the brink was when I asked for a single early shift off to attend a mandatory university workshop, and my manager flat-out laughed and said, "Residents need care more than you need a workshop." That complete disregard for my education made me feel completely valueless. I sat in my car after that shift and cried, seriously considering just walking away from the job entirely.

Manna Barua: But you stayed—what kept you from quitting in that moment? 

Participant E: Financial survival. My student loan covers my tuition and a fraction of my accommodation, but with rent and grocery prices rising, I wouldn't be able to pay my bills without this job. The job market locally is tough, and even though the management is difficult, the hourly rate is stable. So, you swallow your pride, push down the frustration, and go back to work the next day because rent is due at the end of the month.

Manna Barua: That financial reality binds many students to difficult workplaces. Looking at the organization itself, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant E: We have a massive employee handbook, and it talks extensively about work-life balance, mental health support, and flexible working rights. On paper, the company looks very progressive.

However, on the floor, the actual culture is completely different. The prevailing attitude among senior management is very old-school: care work is a vocation, and if you aren't completely dedicated—meaning willing to drop everything for the home—you are seen as uncommitted. If you try to bring up a work-life balance policy to protect your study time, you are labeled as "unreliable" or "not a team player." The policies exist to protect the company legally, but culturally, you are heavily penalized if you actually try to use them.

Manna Barua: That is a significant disconnect between official policy and everyday practice. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant E: Yes. After that terrible winter period, I requested a formal meeting with the care home director. I brought printouts of my university timetable and a log showing how many times my requested study leave had been ignored. I spoke to her very professionally, explaining that I wanted to stay and work there, but I needed my contracted hours to actually respect my university commitments.

Instead of addressing the scheduling issues, she turned it around on my attitude. She told me that healthcare is a 24/7 sector and that I should have known what I was signing up for when I chose to pursue an MBA while working. She basically implied that if my studies were getting in the way of my shifts, perhaps I wasn't suited for the care sector. It was completely demoralizing. Raising concerns didn't change my schedule; it just made my manager watch me more closely.

Manna Barua: That defensive reaction must have been very frustrating. Within that setting, are there any negative or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant E: The negative stories are common. We had another student worker who was studying nursing. She had a placement at the local hospital that clashed with a weekend shift. She refused the shift because hospital placements are mandatory for her degree progression. Management gave her a formal verbal warning for breach of contract, which shocked all of us. They treated her academic progression like an optional social event.

On the positive side, though, the support comes from the floor staff. We have a couple of senior care workers who are incredible. One of them regularly helps me out—if she sees I’m exhausted and have an assignment due the next day, she will secretly swap a heavy shift task with me or let me take my paperwork into the quiet room for twenty minutes. The official environment refuses to adjust, but my coworkers create an informal safety net for each other.

Manna Barua: Informal peer support seems to be a common lifeline. How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant E: Her approach completely strips away my control. Because she views my university schedule as secondary, I live in a state of perpetual anxiety. I never know if next week's rota is going to collide with an important seminar or an exam preparation session.

It prevents me from being proactive. Instead of planning my academic life weeks in advance, I am constantly reacting to whatever shifts she drops on me. If she took a collaborative approach—if she respected my availability just as much as she respects the home's rota—I could balance both roles effectively. Instead, her rigid approach forces me into a constant struggle where my degree is always under threat of being compromised.

Manna Barua: That constant state of friction is exhausting to maintain. We are nearing the end of our time. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant E: I think people forget that when students work in essential services like healthcare, the stakes are different. If I make a mistake at a retail job, someone gets the wrong item. If I make a mistake at a care home because I am chronically sleep-deprived and burnt out from juggling my degree and my shifts, vulnerable people are affected.

Employers like mine act like our studies are a nuisance, but actually, what I am learning in my MBA directly makes me a better manager and leader in the care sector. There should be a synergy between our education and our employment. Instead, the current system pits them against each other, treating our education as an obstacle to corporate staffing needs. Until employers realize that supporting a student's education ultimately benefits the quality of care they provide, nothing is going to change.

Manna Barua: That is a profound and vital point to highlight—the direct impact of worker burnout on service quality. Your insights have been exceptionally valuable for this study, Participant E.

Thank you once again for your time and honesty today. As a reminder, this recording will be transcribed into text, and the audio file will be permanently deleted. You have 14 days to request the withdrawal of your data if you change your mind. 

Participant E: Thank you, Manna. I won't be withdrawing anything. Good luck with writing up your dissertation.

Manna Barua: Thank you so much. Have a wonderful rest of your day.

Participant E: You too. Bye-bye.
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Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant D (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good afternoon. Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview. Before we jump into the questions, I just need to officially confirm that you have read the Participant Information Sheet and signed the Consent Form? 

Participant D: Hi, yes I have. I sent the digitally signed PDF back to your email this morning.

Manna Barua: I received it, thank you. Just to reiterate what was in the documentation, your participation today is entirely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw from this study at any time without needing to provide a reason. Your identity and your employer’s identity will be kept completely confidential, and I will be using the pseudonym "Participant D" in the final dissertation to ensure your anonymity. We are recording the audio of this session for transcription purposes, but the raw audio file will be deleted once the transcript is completed. Does all of this sound okay to you? 

Participant D: Yeah, that sounds perfectly fine.

Manna Barua: Great. We will start with two quick screening questions just to ensure you meet the criteria for my research. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant D: Yes. I’m currently studying for my MBA at the Swansea campus.

Manna Barua: Thank you. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant D: I am. I work part-time doing IT support and junior network administration for a local logistics and freight company. I work 18 to 20 hours a week..

Manna Barua: Excellent. You fit the criteria perfectly. Let’s move on to the main questions about your experience balancing these roles. Can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant D: In theory, my arrangement is highly flexible. The company operates a flexitime model for office staff. When they hired me, the managing director explicitly told me that because I’m a student, I could choose my own hours, log in remotely whenever I wanted, as long as I completed my 20 hours a week and kept the systems running.

But in practice, the flexibility is a complete illusion. I am the only dedicated IT person on staff other than an external contractor who is rarely available. So, if the warehouse inventory system crashes at 10:00 AM on a Tuesday, or if the sales team’s email server goes down, I can’t say, "Sorry, I’m using my flexible hours to attend a lecture right now; I’ll fix it at 8:00 PM." The business stops functioning if the tech isn't working. So, I essentially have to be on call during standard business hours regardless of my university schedule. The flexibility only exists when everything is working perfectly, which, in IT, is almost never.

Manna Barua: That sounds like a lot of responsibility to shoulder on a part-time basis. How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant D: It involves a lot of context switching, which is incredibly drainingAn MBA is a heavy degree. You have to focus deeply to understand complex strategic frameworks or write comprehensive business plans. You need uninterrupted blocks of time.

Because I’m basically on call for my job during the day, I can't risk starting a major university consulting project at 1:00 PM. I know my phone will ring, or I’ll get a frantic Slack message about a printer not working, and my train of thought will be completely derailed. So, I manage it by pushing all my university work to the extreme margins of the day. I do my coursework from 8:00 PM until 1:00 or 2:00 in the morning. I use my weekends exclusively for university assignments. I don't really have days off. I have work days, and I have university days. It’s a very compartmentalized way to live, and it leaves zero room for unexpected emergencies in either area.

Manna Barua: I can only imagine how exhausting that level of constant mental engagement must be. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant D: The stress is more cognitive than physical, but it is intense. It's a constant, low-level anxiety. Whenever I am sitting in a lecture theater, I have my phone sitting on the desk, face up, waiting for a disaster at work. I can't be present in the academic environment because my brain is tethered to the company's servers.

Cognitive fatigue is a real problem. By the time I sit down at 8:00 PM to work on a university project, my eyes are burning from looking at screens all day, and my problem-solving capacity is completely depleted.

In terms of academic performance, it has definitely cost me marks. I write financial reports that "work" just to pass the assignment, but I don't have the time to optimize them or explore the theoretical concepts behind it deeply. I'm a capable student, but I'm submitting first drafts of business strategy frameworks because I literally don't have the hours to refine them. I’m sacrificing long-term academic excellence for short-term fixes at my job.

Manna Barua: It is unfortunate that your passion for the subject gets stifled by the lack of time. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant D: Yes, absolutely. The most prominent moment was midway through last semester. I had to deliver the beta version of my final MBA project, which accounted for a massive percentage of my grade.

That exact same week, the logistics company was hit with a ransomware scare. It turned out to be a false alarm, but it required me to completely lock down the network, reset all employee credentials, and audit the security protocols. It was a massive task that completely consumed my maximum 20 working hours that week in just three days.

I was so overwhelmed I felt physically sick. I drafted a resignation email. The specific factor that pushed me to the edge was the realization that the company’s crisis was jeopardizing my entire degree.

Manna Barua: But you stayed. What held you back from sending that resignation?

Participant D: It's a psychological trap. I stayed because this job is highly relevant to my degree. Everyone tells you how hard it is for graduates to get tech jobs without experience. My lecturers constantly emphasize building a portfolio and getting real-world experience. So, I felt like if I quit, I was throwing away a golden ticket for my CV. I was terrified that if I left to focus on my studies, I’d graduate with a Distinction but be unemployable because I had a gap in my practical experience. I felt like I was being held hostage by my own career ambitions.

Manna Barua: That is a very complex dynamic, feeling trapped by the very thing that is supposed to advance your career. In your workplace, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant D: Because it’s a relatively small, family-owned logistics firm, there is practically no HR department. The "policies" are just whatever the managing director decides on any given Tuesday. There is no official handbook that dictates study leave or work-life balance for students.

Culturally, taking time off for university is treated like a cute hobby. The directors are older, and they have a very traditional mindset. They respect hard work and profit margins. If I say I need a Thursday off to study for an exam, they’ll smile and say, "Sure, good luck with your schooling." But if a router breaks on that Thursday, they will absolutely call my personal number and expect me to fix it immediately. The culture dictates that the business is the only real priority, and my education is something I’m allowed to do in my spare time, provided it doesn't inconvenience them.

Manna Barua: That informal structure must make it very hard to set boundaries. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant D: Yes. After the ransomware incident, I realized I needed firmer boundaries. I requested a meeting with the managing director. I explained that I was entering my final exam period and I needed two weeks of strictly guaranteed, uninterrupted time off. I offered to set up automated backups and write a troubleshooting manual for the staff so they wouldn't need me for basic issues.

He seemed to listen, but his response was basically, "I hear you, take the time, but just keep your phone on just in case." I tried to clarify that "just in case" meant I wasn't really off, and he got a bit irritated. He told me that being a professional means being dependable, and that if I wanted a job where I could just clock out and disappear, I should go work in a pub. It was a very clear message that raising concerns about my boundaries was viewed as a lack of professional commitment.

Manna Barua: That response completely undermines the concept of time off. Within that environment, are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant D: The negative stories usually revolve around the warehouse staff, who are treated much worse than the office staff. A guy working in the dispatch bay was studying accounting part-time. He had a mandatory in-person exam and asked to swap his shift. The floor manager refused. The guy went to his exam anyway, and he was fired the next day for job abandonment. It set a very grim precedent for anyone trying to prioritize their education.

On a more positive note, the office manager—who is separate from the company directors—has been a lifesaver for me. She is a working mother, so she understands what it’s like to balance competing priorities. During one of my exams, which was being conducted online with a strict two-hour window, the company’s main database crashed. The office manager knew I was taking the exam. Instead of calling me, she actually lied to the directors. She told them the internet service provider for our whole industrial estate had an outage and that they just had to wait it out. She covered for me for two solid hours until I finished my exam, and then I logged on and fixed the database. Without her adjusting the narrative in the environment, I would have failed that module.

Manna Barua: That is an incredible level of support from a colleague, shielding you when the management wouldn't. How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant D: It creates an environment of perpetual instability. Because his approach is essentially, "You are flexible, therefore you are always available," I have no safe harbor.

To manage studies effectively, especially in a business field, you need predictable, protected time. You need to know that from 2:00 PM to 5:00 PM, nobody is going to demand anything from you. My manager's approach destroys that predictability. It means my study schedule is dictated entirely by the random failures of the company's IT infrastructure. It forces me into a reactive state. I can't plan to succeed in my coursework; I can only try to mitigate failure. It’s incredibly demoralizing.

Manna Barua: It sounds like you are constantly firefighting rather than being able to build a solid routine. We are on the last question now. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant D: Yes, I think there is a dangerous misconception about students working in career-relevant jobs. Everyone praises it. Universities push you to do it.

But what people don't talk about is how it completely blurs the lines of your life. If you work in a supermarket, when you leave the store, you leave the job. When you work in IT and study for an MBA, there is no separation. You stare at technical systems for work, you stare at data spreadsheets for university, and the stress of both bleeds into a single, massive block of burnout.

Employers exploit this. They know that because the job is relevant to your degree, you are desperate to keep it for your CV. They use that leverage to extract way more commitment from you than they ever would from a student working a standard retail job. True flexible working shouldn't just be about when you log on; it should be about respecting the psychological boundaries of the employee. Without those boundaries, "relevant experience" just becomes a fast track to burning out on your passion before you even graduate.

Manna Barua: That is a brilliant and very sobering perspective. The blurring of lines and the leverage of "relevant experience" is a fantastic point that adds a unique dimension to this research.

Thank you so much for your time and for sharing your experiences so honestly today, Participant D. As a final reminder, the audio from this interview will be transcribed and the original recording will be securely destroyed. You have 14 days to withdraw your participation or your data if you change your mind. 

Participant D: Thank you, Manna. I won't be withdrawing. I hope the dissertation goes well.

Manna Barua: I appreciate that. Enjoy the rest of your day.

Participant D: You too. Bye.
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Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant C (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Hello, and thank you for joining me today. I really appreciate your time. Just to confirm before we get started, have you read through the Participant Information Sheet and signed the Consent Form? 

Participant C: Hi, yes. I handed the signed copy to you right before we sat down.

Manna Barua: Perfect, thank you. As a quick reminder, this interview is for my MBA dissertation, and all the information you provide will be kept strictly confidential. Your name and your employer's name will not be used in the final report; instead, you will be referred to as Participant C. You are also free to stop this interview at any point or skip any questions you’d rather not answer. We have about 30 minutes for this session. Are you ready to begin? 

Participant C: Yes, absolutely. I’m ready.

Manna Barua: Great. I will start with two brief screening questions just to verify that you meet the requirements for this study. Are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant C: I am. I’m currently studying for my MBA here at the Lampeter campus.

Manna Barua: Thank you. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant C: Yes, I am. I work at a large supermarket on the outskirts of town. I mainly do the night shift restocking shelves and managing warehouse inventory. I’ve been there for just under a year.

Manna Barua: Excellent, that confirms you fit the study's criteria. Now we’ll move into the main interview questions. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant C: Well, it is "flexible" in a very specific, corporate way. I am contracted for 18 hours a week, and I signed what they call a "student flexibility agreement." In theory, this means my shifts are supposed to be scheduled around my academic timetable. At the start of every semester, I give them a printout of my lecture and seminar schedule.

However, because I work the night shift—usually 10:00 PM to 6:00 AM—the management assumes that my days are entirely free. The flexibility they offer is basically just ensuring I’m not working during a lecture. But they don’t account for the fact that if I finish a manual labor shift at 6:00 AM, I cannot reasonably attend a 9:00 AM lecture and actually absorb any information. So, the arrangement looks great on paper because they are technically avoiding my class times, but practically, it offers zero flexibility for sleep, recovery, or independent study.

Manna Barua: That sounds incredibly physically demanding. With that schedule, how do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant C: It is a massive struggle, to be honest. I essentially live in a permanent state of jet lag. Managing the demands usually means I have to sacrifice a lot of my personal well-being.

Because my shifts are overnight, I sleep in two blocks. I’ll get home at 6:30 AM, sleep until about 11:00 AM, get up to attend afternoon classes or go to the library, and then I’ll try to take a nap in the early evening before my shift starts again. To manage my coursework, I rely heavily on audio tools. I will record my lectures on my phone—with the lecturer's permission, of course—and listen to them on my headphones while I’m stacking shelves at 3:00 AM.

When it comes to writing essays, I have to be incredibly disciplined on my days off. If I have a Tuesday and Wednesday off, those days are purely dedicated to sitting in front of my laptop. I don't really have the luxury of procrastinating because I know that once Thursday night hits, my brain will be completely fried for the next three days.

Manna Barua: Listening to lectures while working is a very resourceful way to cope, but I can imagine the exhaustion is severe. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant C: My stress levels are incredibly high, mostly because I always feel like I’m failing at both things. If I am focusing really hard on an assignment, I go into work exhausted and make mistakes—like putting the wrong stock on the wrong aisles, which gets me yelled at by the shift manager. If I prioritize resting for work, I fall behind on my reading for university.

The physical toll is the worst part. Being on your feet for eight hours, lifting heavy boxes, it drains you in a way that sitting at a desk doesn't. My body aches constantly, and that physical pain directly feeds into my mental stress.

As for my academic performance, it has definitely suffered. I am managing to maintain a Merit, but it is by the skin of my teeth. My main issue is attendance. There have been several occasions where I’ve gotten home from a brutal night shift, set my alarm for a morning seminar, and just physically not been able to wake up when it goes off. Missing those interactive seminars means I lose out on vital discussions. My assignments often lack the depth they should have because I’m writing them while battling severe sleep deprivation.

Manna Barua: It is completely understandable that the physical exhaustion spills over into your academics. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant C: Yes, several times, but the most intense moment was right before the Christmas holidays last year.

As an MBA student, we had a major strategic business report due in early January. It required a lot of data analysis and focused writing. However, in the retail world, December is chaos. The supermarket mandated a "blackout" period where no one was allowed to request time off, and they started enforcing mandatory overtime for all night staff because of the sheer volume of holiday stock coming in.

I was working my absolute maximum of 20 hours across several nights, up from my usual 12 hours. The specific factor that made me want to quit was the complete lack of empathy from the store management regarding my university deadline. I was so exhausted I was having micro-sleeps in the staff room. I stood in the warehouse one night at 4:00 AM, holding a box of frozen turkeys, and just thought, "I cannot do this anymore. I am going to fail my degree for minimum wage."

The only reason I didn't quit was that my student loan doesn't cover my rent. The cost of living in Lampeter isn't as high as big cities, but it’s still more than my loan provides. I need the money for groceries and heating. The fear of not being able to eat was the only thing that kept me from walking out.

Manna Barua: The conflict between mandatory overtime and major university deadlines is a huge burden. In a large company like a supermarket, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant C: There are definitely corporate policies. We have a union, and the employee portal has a lot of documents about "supporting our colleagues' well-being" and offering flexible shift patterns for carers and students.

But culturally, on the night shift, it is like the wild west. The corporate policies simply do not reach the warehouse floor at 2:00 AM. The culture is very old-school, blue-collar, and deeply cynical about higher education. Most of the management team have worked in retail their whole lives, and there’s a prevailing attitude of, "We do real, hard work here, and your degree is just an excuse to be lazy."

If you try to bring up a work-life balance policy to reduce your hours, it is immediately shot down as you not pulling your weight. It is not culturally accepted at all. The expectation is that you leave your personal life and your university problems at the door. Trying to enforce your rights based on the corporate handbook usually just results in the manager making your life harder by giving you the worst tasks, like cleaning the industrial freezers.

Manna Barua: That sounds like a very hostile environment for a student. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant C: Yeah. During that awful December period I mentioned, I tried to push back. I asked for a private meeting with the night manager. I explained that I was severely falling behind on my dissertation prep, and I asked if I could just drop one of my overtime shifts that week. I wasn't asking for paid time off, just to not do the extra hours they were forcing on me.

He literally laughed. He said, "Welcome to the real world. Do you think I want to be here on a Friday night?" I tried to explain that my university workload was a full-time commitment, and he responded by telling me that if I couldn't handle the heat, I should reconsider if retail was right for me. He completely dismissed my concerns. I ended up having to work the shift because he threatened to mark it as an unauthorized absence, which is a disciplinary offense.

Manna Barua: That is incredibly dismissive and unfair. Looking at the wider picture in your workplace, are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant C: The most negative story involves a girl who used to work the checkout. She was a nursing student, which meant she had hospital placements on top of her coursework. She had explicitly told the management that she could absolutely not work weekends during her placement month. They agreed initially. But when the rota came out, she was scheduled for a Saturday. She reminded them of the agreement and said she wouldn't be there. She didn't show up, and they fired her the next week for gross misconduct. It was a massive shock to all of us and proved that their "flexibility" was entirely a lie.

I do have a positive story, though it’s not about the management. It’s about the team on the floor. There is an older guy who works the warehouse with me; he’s been there for twenty years. He noticed how stressed I was during exam season. Without telling management, he started covering parts of my section. He would tell me to go hide in the staff canteen for an hour with my laptop while he did my heavy lifting, and he’d cover for me if the manager walked past. The solidarity among the actual workers is incredible. We support each other because we know the management won't adjust the environment for us.

Manna Barua: That informal support network among colleagues is fascinating, even if it highlights the lack of formal support. So, considering the management's attitude, how does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant C: It acts as a massive roadblock. Because his approach is dictatorial rather than collaborative, I have no agency. Managing studies requires predictability. You need to know when you have time to research, write, and rest.

My manager uses the schedule as a tool for control. He releases the rotas at the very last minute, usually on a Thursday for the week starting on Sunday. Because of this, I can never plan university group work in advance. I can never confidently tell my project partners, "Yes, I am free on Tuesday afternoon," because I don't know if I'll be recovering from a surprise Monday night shift.

His approach forces me to be reactive instead of proactive. I am constantly scrambling to fit my education into the tiny gaps he leaves me, rather than treating my education as the priority. It builds resentment. It makes me feel like my degree, which I am paying thousands of pounds for, is completely subordinate to a supermarket's inventory needs.

Manna Barua: That feeling of having your primary goals subordinated must be incredibly tough to deal with. We have reached the final question. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant C: I think what gets missed in the academic research about "working students" is the physical reality of the jobs we actually do. A lot of the literature seems to assume we all work in nice, quiet offices or do remote data entry.

But a huge portion of students work in hospitality, retail, and manual labor. The physical exhaustion of those jobs changes the entire dynamic of work-life balance. It is not just about managing your time; it is about managing your bodily energy. You can have three hours of free time before a shift, but if your back is killing you and your feet are blistered from the night before, you aren't going to spend those three hours writing a brilliant academic paper. You are going to spend them lying flat on your bed trying to recover.

I feel it's important to understand that true flexibility from an employer doesn't just mean giving us hours outside of our lecture times. It means respecting the human need for rest. Until employers recognize that students are not machines that can just switch endlessly between physical labor and high-level academic thought, the concept of a healthy work-life balance for working students is just a myth.

Manna Barua: That is a remarkably insightful perspective. The distinction between time management and energy management is a vital point for this study.

Thank you so much for being so candid and sharing your story with me today, Participant C. Your experiences are going to add significant depth to my research. Just to remind you, the audio of this interview will be typed into a transcript and then permanently deleted to protect your privacy. You have 14 days if you wish to withdraw your data from the study. 

Participant C: That’s fine. I’m happy to have my experiences included. I don't want to withdraw anything.

Manna Barua: Thank you again. Best of luck with your MBA and your upcoming assignments.

Participant C: Thank you very much. Have a good afternoon.
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Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant B (Pseudonym used to protect identity) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Good morning, and thank you very much for agreeing to meet with me today for this study. Before we officially start the interview, I just need to verbally verify that you received, read, and understood the Participant Information Sheet, and that you have signed the Consent Form I provided. 

Participant B: Morning. Yes, I read through all the documentation you sent over email. I signed the form and handed it back to you just now.

Manna Barua: Thank you. I want to reiterate that your participation is entirely voluntary, and you have the right to withdraw from this interview at any time without giving a reason. I also want to assure you that any data collected today will be kept strictly confidential. Your real name, as well as the name of your employer, will be replaced with pseudonyms—like Participant B—in the final written report to ensure complete anonymity. We are audio recording this session so I can transcribe it later, but the audio file will be permanently deleted as soon as the transcript is typed up. Does all of that sound acceptable to you? 

Participant B: Yes, that is perfectly fine. I appreciate the anonymity, to be honest. It makes it easier to speak openly.

Manna Barua: That is exactly the goal. I want to hear your genuine experiences. We will start with two quick screening questions just to ensure you meet the criteria for this specific research project. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant B: Yes, I am. I’m currently studying for my MBA here at the Carmarthen campus.

Manna Barua: Thank you. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant B: Yes. I work part-time as a remote customer support agent for a mid-sized IT and software logistics company. I’ve been doing this job since the start of my MBA. I usually work around 20 hours a week.

Manna Barua: Perfect. That confirms you meet the criteria for the study. Now we will move on to the main interview questions regarding your experiences with work-life balance. First, can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant B: Well, the arrangement is somewhat flexible, but it’s definitely structured on their terms. I am technically on a zero-hour contract, but it operates more like a part-time contract because they expect me to pick up a minimum of 16 hours every week. The flexibility comes from a shift-bidding system. Every fortnight, the company releases a spreadsheet of available blocks of hours. As agents, we log in and "bid" or select the blocks we want to work for the upcoming two weeks.

On paper, this sounds like the ultimate flexible arrangement because I get to choose when I work. If I have a morning lecture, I can pick up an evening shift, or vice versa. But the reality is a lot more complicated. The shifts are released on a first-come, first-served basis. Because we have a lot of university students working for the company, the "good" shifts—like weekday evenings or Saturday mornings—disappear within about three minutes of the schedule going live.

If you are in a lecture or doing group work when the shifts are released, you miss out. You end up having to piece together terrible, disjointed hours to hit your minimum quota. I’ve had weeks where I’m working 7:00 AM to 9:00 AM, logging off to go to a full day of university, and then logging back on from 8:00 PM to midnight. So, it is flexible, but it requires constant vigilance. You have to be incredibly aggressive about securing the hours that actually fit around your university timetable, otherwise, the flexibility backfires and completely disrupts your week.

Manna Barua: That sounds like managing your schedule is almost a job in itself. With that kind of fragmented scheduling, how do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant B: It requires rigid compartmentalization, which is incredibly difficult for me. Because my MBA is so intensive, a lot of my university work involves deep strategic analysis, case study reports, and complex group presentations.

My job, on the other hand, is highly analytical and repetitive. I am answering tickets, troubleshooting software glitches, and dealing with frustrated clients over the phone or via live chat. The mental switch between those two worlds is exhausting.

To manage it, I’ve had to become obsessive about time-blocking. I use digital calendars to schedule my life down to 15-minute increments. If I have a remote shift from 4:00 PM to 8:00 PM, I know I need to stop my strategic analysis work by 3:30 PM to clear my head, make a coffee, and switch into "customer service mode." The hardest part is when I have overlapping demands. For instance, if I am on a quiet shift at work, I am technically not allowed to do university work. My employer tracks our keystrokes and our "active" status on the remote server. If I try to sketch out some business frameworks while waiting for a call, I can get flagged for time theft.

So, I have to keep them entirely separate. I manage it by sacrificing a lot of my social life and downtime. Weekends are almost entirely dedicated to catching up on the library research I missed during the week because I had to work. It’s a constant balancing act where you always feel like you are slightly neglecting one side to satisfy the other.

Manna Barua: That is a very vivid description of the mental and emotional toll of carrying two distinct roles. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant B: The stress levels are consistently high. Working in customer support is inherently stressful because people only contact you when something is broken and they are angry. Taking that negative energy and then trying to channel it into something creative for my degree is extremely tough. I often feel a lingering anxiety, this tight feeling in my chest, because I know that as soon as I finish a shift, I have a mountain of coursework waiting for me.

Physically, the screen time is destroying my sleep. I am staring at a monitor for my design work, and then I am staring at a monitor for my job. I get migraines quite frequently, which derails my study plans.

As for my academic performance, I think it has plateaued because of my working hours. I am a solid Merit student, but I know I have the capability to achieve a Distinction if I had the luxury of time. In a Master's program, your best business analyses often come when you have time to iterate, to deeply evaluate financial data, and to thoroughly research management theories. I don't have that time. If I have an assignment due, the first solid idea I have is the one I run with, because I physically do not have the hours to explore alternative concepts before my next shift starts. My lecturers often give me feedback like, "This is good, but it could be pushed further." It is deeply frustrating because I know exactly how to push it further; I just have to go log on and answer customer complaints instead.

Manna Barua: It must be difficult knowing you have more potential to give to your studies but are constrained by time. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant B: Yes, absolutely. I seriously considered quitting just two months ago, right before our final major project submissions.

The main factor was the sheer volume of work combined with a sudden policy shift at my job. My final consulting project required me to be in the university's financial data lab during the day because I needed access to specialized market software that I obviously don't have at home. Around the same time, my company decided to overhaul their shift system. They suddenly mandated that all remote workers had to be available for at least two "core" daytime shifts a week, between 9:00 AM and 5:00 PM, to cover a spike in corporate client queries.

This directly clashed with my scheduled library time. I was caught in an impossible situation. I looked at my student loan and realized I could barely cover my rent for the final two months of the semester if I quit. The financial panic was overwhelming. I actually sat at my kitchen table with a calculator, trying to figure out if I could survive on credit cards just to buy myself enough time to finish my degree.

The factor that made me want to leave wasn't just the hard work; it was the total loss of control. When the employer changed the rules without warning, they completely disregarded the delicate balance I had built. It made me feel like my degree was just an inconvenience to them. I ended up staying, but only by borrowing money from a family member to reduce my hours slightly. It was a humiliating experience, to be honest.

Manna Barua: That feeling of losing control over your own schedule is a very significant point. When dealing with these types of situations at work, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant B: I am aware of the policies, but they are very clearly geared toward full-time, salaried adults, not part-time students. The employee handbook has a whole section on "Work-Life Balance," but it mostly discusses maternity leave, childcare adjustments, and phased retirement. There is almost nothing specifically tailored to higher education or study leave.

Because it is a remote job, the company culture is very fragmented. You don't see your manager in person; you just interact via Slack and Teams. Culturally, there is an expectation that because you are working from home, you are always available. The idea of "flexibility" is often weaponized by the management. They will say, "Well, since you don't have to commute, taking a 7:00 AM shift shouldn't be a problem."

If you try to invoke a work-life balance policy to reduce your hours during exam season, it is generally met with a lot of bureaucratic red tape. You have to submit formal requests weeks in advance, and even then, it’s heavily scrutinized. Culturally, within my team, being a student is seen as a secondary, almost trivial pursuit. The prevailing attitude is that the job pays your bills, therefore the job should be your number one priority. Trying to lean on any WLB policies to protect your study time is absolutely seen as lacking dedication to the company.

Manna Barua: That is an interesting dynamic, especially with remote work blurring the boundaries. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant B: Yes, during that incredibly stressful period I mentioned earlier, when they tried to force us into daytime shifts. I realized I physically couldn't be in the university computer lab and on my work computer at the same time.

I set up a video call with my team leader. I explained my situation very clearly. I told him that I was in the final stretch of my degree, that these daytime hours directly conflicted with my necessary university facilities, and I asked if I could be granted an exemption for just six weeks until my final hand-in. I proposed working exclusively evening and weekend shifts instead to make up the hours.

His reception was incredibly cold. He told me that policies were applied uniformly to ensure fairness across the team and that granting me an exception would set a bad precedent. He literally said, “We all make sacrifices during our degrees, it’s just part of professional life”. It felt incredibly patronizing. He eventually agreed to let me drop my hours to the absolute bare minimum of 12 hours a week for a month, but he made it very clear that he was doing me a massive personal favor and that my performance metrics would be scrutinized heavily during that time. Raising the concern didn't lead to a supportive conversation; it just put a target on my back.

Manna Barua: It is unfortunate that your proactive approach was met with such a rigid response. Reflecting on your broader experience, are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

Participant B: I have seen both, which shows how inconsistent things are. A negative story involved a former colleague who was an international student. He had strict visa limits on how many hours he was legally allowed to work per week. During a major software rollout, the company was desperate for staff and kept automatically assigning mandatory overtime to everyone's schedules. He repeatedly told management that he could not legally work the overtime, but the automated system kept scheduling him, and his manager refused to manually remove the shifts, telling him to "just do it, no one will check." He was so stressed about potentially violating his visa terms and getting deported that he had a panic attack and ended up resigning on the spot. The complete refusal of the environment to adjust to his legal reality was horrifying to watch.

On a positive note, I do have one story about a different manager I had when I first started. There was a massive storm in Wales, and the power went out in my apartment building for two days. I couldn't log onto work, and I couldn't access my digital financial models for a university deadline that was 48 hours away. This earlier manager was incredibly supportive. She immediately excused my absence with paid emergency leave, and she actually used her corporate courier account to send a massive portable battery pack from their local tech hub to my flat so I could charge my laptop and finish my university assignment. That level of support was phenomenal. It proved that adjusting the environment to support an employee's external life is entirely possible; it just relies heavily on individual empathy rather than corporate policy.

Manna Barua: That positive story is a great example of compassionate leadership, contrasting sharply with your other experiences. How does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant B: My current manager's approach makes managing my dual life infinitely harder. Because he relies on automated scheduling systems and rigid corporate quotas, there is zero human element in how my time is treated. His approach is entirely transactional: I am a resource meant to be deployed when customer call volumes are high.

This rigidity means I cannot effectively plan. If I am forced into a daytime shift on a Tuesday, that completely obliterates my ability to attend a vital case study group meeting at the university. Because he views my academic schedule as irrelevant to the company's goals, I am the one who has to constantly absorb the shock of schedule conflicts.

It affects my studies by draining my mental bandwidth. Instead of spending my Sunday evening thinking about strategic business solutions, I am sending emails, trying to swap shifts with coworkers, and trying to appease a manager who doesn't care about my degree. If my manager took a more holistic approach—if he saw me as a student first who provides value to the company second—I could manage both roles with a lot less psychological friction. As it stands, his approach forces me to view my job as an adversary to my education, rather than a support system for it.

Manna Barua: That is a very profound way of putting it—viewing the job as an adversary. We are at the final question now. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant B: I think one thing that often gets overlooked in this conversation is the assumption that flexibility only needs to come from the employer. We talk a lot about how businesses need to accommodate students, but universities also need to recognize the reality of the modern student demographic.

Very few of us have the privilege of just studying full-time anymore. We all have to work. Yet, the university often schedules lectures, seminars, and studio access in a completely fragmented way. I might have a one-hour lecture on a Monday morning, nothing else all day, and then a two-hour seminar on a Tuesday afternoon. That makes it incredibly difficult to give an employer solid blocks of availability.

If the university condensed contact hours—for example, putting all MBA modules into two or three full days a week—it would make securing stable, part-time work so much easier. The lack of flexibility on both sides creates this impossible middle ground where the student is constantly failing to meet the expectations of both the employer and the academic institution. It shouldn't be entirely on the student to bridge that gap. There needs to be a structural shift where both universities and employers acknowledge that the working student is now the norm, not the exception.

Manna Barua: That is an excellent insight, highlighting that work-life balance is a two-way street involving both the workplace and the academic institution.

Your detailed responses have been incredibly helpful for this study. I want to thank you once again for your time and for sharing your experiences so honestly. As discussed, this recording will now be transcribed, and the raw audio will be securely deleted. You have 14 days to request the withdrawal of this information if you so choose. 

Participant B: You’re welcome. I’m happy to help, and I won't be withdrawing my data. Good luck with the rest of your dissertation.

Manna Barua: Thank you so much. Have a great day.

Participant B: Thanks. Bye.
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Interview Transcript 1: Participant A

Interviewer: Manna Barua (Researcher) 

Interviewee: Participant A (Pseudonym used for confidentiality) 



Manna Barua (Interviewer): Hello, and thank you so much for taking the time to meet with me today. Before we begin, I just want to verbally confirm that you have read the Participant Information Sheet and signed the Consent Form that I emailed to you a few days ago.

Participant A: Hi, yes, I have. I read through it and sent the signed copy back to you yesterday evening.

Manna Barua: Perfect, thank you. Just as a reminder, your identity will remain completely anonymous in the final dissertation, and we will be using pseudonyms—so I’ll be referring to you as Participant A in the transcripts. Also, you can stop this interview at any time or choose not to answer a question if you feel uncomfortable. Does that all sound okay? 

Participant A: Yep, that sounds completely fine to me. I’m ready when you are.

Manna Barua: Great. Let’s start with a couple of quick screening questions just to ensure we meet the criteria for the study. First, are you currently a student at UWTSD? 

Participant A: Yes, I am. I’m currently studying for my MBA at the Swansea campus, though I commute in from a bit further out.

Manna Barua: Excellent. And the second screening question: Are you currently employed in a paid position? 

Participant A: Yes. I work as a barista and shift supervisor at a large chain coffee shop in the city centre. I’ve been there for about six months now. It’s an hourly paid role.

Manna Barua: Thank you. That covers the screening. Now we’ll move on to the main questions about your experiences balancing your studies and your job. Can you describe the flexible working arrangements you currently have in place in your work environment? 

Participant A: [Sighs] Well, they call it a "flexible" contract, which technically means I am on a minimum of 16 hours a week, but my availability is supposed to be flexible around the store's needs. On paper, it’s supposed to be a two-way street. During my interview, they made a massive point of saying they love hiring students because they can offer flexible shifts that fit around university timetables. In reality, the flexibility usually only goes one way.

We use an app to submit our availability, and we are supposed to do this three weeks in advance. But my university timetable can occasionally change, or a lecturer might schedule a sudden seminar, or I might realise a group project is going to take way more hours than I anticipated. If I try to change my availability on the app with less than three weeks' notice, it just gets automatically rejected by the system. And honestly, even when I do put my availability in correctly, my store manager frequently ignores it. I’ll explicitly block out Tuesdays and Thursdays for lectures, and then I’ll get the rota on a Sunday evening—for the week starting the next day, by the way—and I’m scheduled for a Tuesday open. When I bring it up, it’s always, “Oh, someone called in sick, we really need you, can you just skip one lecture?” So, the flexibility is mostly just me bending over backwards to accommodate the shop, rather than them accommodating my studies.

Manna Barua: That sounds incredibly frustrating. When they ask you to skip a lecture, do you usually feel pressured to say yes?

Participant A: Definitely. There is this unspoken rule that if you don't help them out when they are "in a bind," your hours will mysteriously drop to the bare minimum 16 hours the following week. With the cost of living right now, my rent and bills mean I need the full 20 hours allowed by my schedule to survive. So, I end up sacrificing my attendance at university just to keep the peace with my manager and ensure my paycheck doesn't take a hit.

Manna Barua: Thank you for being so honest about that. It leads perfectly into my next question: How do you manage the competing demands between your university coursework and your employment responsibilities? 

Participant A: It is a massive juggling act, and to be completely honest, I don't always manage it well. I have to be meticulously organized, almost to an obsessive degree. I have a giant whiteboard in my bedroom where I color-code everything. Blue is for university deadlines and lectures, red is for my work shifts, and green is for anything personal—though there is very little green on that board these days.

Because I often work early shifts, like 5:30 AM starts to open the coffee shop, I’m usually exhausted by the time I get to campus in the afternoon. So, I’ve had to adapt my study habits. Instead of doing long study sessions during the day, I try to do my coursework in short bursts. I’ll read journal articles on my phh…phone while on the bus to work. I’ll take my laptop to the breakroom and try to write 200 words of an essay during my 30-minute lunch break.

The hardest part is when deadlines clash with busy periods at work. Last month, we had a huge promotional launch at the coffee shop, which meant all hands on deck, mandatory overtime, and blackout dates where no one could book time off. It happened to fall on the exact same week as my two mid-term assignments. I basically lived on caffeine, slept maybe four hours a night, and wrote my essays between 11 PM and 3 AM. You just go into survival mode. You stop seeing friends, you stop going to the gym, and you just tunnel vision until the week is over.

Manna Barua: That sounds like a tremendous amount of pressure to be under. You mentioned the physical exhaustion and the late nights. In what ways, if any, do your working hours affect your stress levels or overall academic performance? 

Participant A: The impact on my stress levels is huge. I’d say my baseline state of being is "mildly panicked." When you are working a full 20 hours a week in a fast-paced, customer-facing role, your brain is constantly switched on. You are dealing with complaints, managing stock, running around on your feet all day. Then you are expected to transition immediately into a completely different headspace for university—you have to sit down, be quiet, focus, and write academically. My brain often feels like static.

Physically, I get tension headaches a lot. I grind my teeth in my sleep now, which my dentist pointed out recently, and I know that’s purely from the stress of worrying about whether I’ll finish an assignment on time while working a closing shift.

As for my academic performance, I know for a fact I could be getting higher grades if I didn't have to work this much. In my first semester, before I took on the supervisor responsibilities at work, I was comfortably getting Distinctions in most of my modules. Now, I’m scraping Merits or basic Passes. It’s incredibly demoralizing because I know the material, and I know I’m capable of writing a better paper, but I literally just do not have the hours in the day to proofread or do that extra bit of reading. I am handing in first drafts because that’s all I have time to produce. There was one module last semester where I had to apply for an extenuating circumstances extension because I was so burnt out I genuinely couldn't get out of bed for two days. It’s hard not to feel like I’m paying thousands of pounds in tuition just to not reach my full potential because I’m too busy steaming milk.

Manna Barua: I can hear how much that weighs on you. It is a very difficult position to be in, wanting to excel academically but needing to financially support yourself. Have there been moments where the pressure of balancing these roles led you to consider leaving your job? What specific factors contributed to that feeling? 

Participant A: Oh, absolutely. I think about quitting at least once a month. The closest I ever came was back in January, right around the winter exam period. I had a really crucial presentation worth 40% of a module grade, and I had specifically requested the day before the presentation off so I could practice with my group. It had been approved on the app weeks in advance.

The night before my day off, my manager texted me at 9 PM saying someone had quit without notice, and I absolutely had to cover the open shift the next day. I told her I couldn't, that I had an exam presentation and I had booked it off. She called me and basically laid a massive guilt trip, saying she’d have to close the store if I didn't come in, that I was a supervisor and had a responsibility to the team, and hinting that my upcoming holiday request for Easter might not get approved if I wasn't a "team player" now.

I ended up working the shift, operating on zero sleep, and I completely messed up my part of the university presentation. I forgot my lines, I was visibly shaking from caffeine and exhaustion, and I felt like I let my entire project group down. I went into the toilets after the presentation and just cried. I drafted a resignation email right there on my phone.

Manna Barua: But you didn't send it? What stopped you?

Participant A: Reality set in. I looked at my bank account app. I had rent due in two weeks, and my student loan doesn't even cover my accommodation, let alone food or transport. The factor that always stops me from leaving is purely financial terror. The job market in Swansea for part-time work is really competitive right now, and despite how awful the scheduling is, the hourly rate I get as a supervisor is slightly above minimum wage. If I quit, I’d risk not finding another job in time to pay rent, and then I’d be facing eviction. So, you swallow your pride, you apologize to your uni group, and you go back to work the next day. The lack of choice is what makes it feel so suffocating.

Manna Barua: It is a stark reality, and it highlights how tied employment is to basic survival for many students. Regarding the workplace itself, are you aware of any organisational policies regarding WLB/ flexible working? And if so, how much is it culturally accepted to take account of these? 

Participant A: Yeah, this is the funny part. Because we are a massive, global corporation, there is a very shiny employee handbook that we all had to read during induction. It has an entire section dedicated to "Student Partners." It explicitly states that managers should prioritize a student's education, that we shouldn't be scheduled during our classes, and that we have the right to request flexible working arrangements for study leave.

But the culture in my specific store is completely different from what the corporate handbook says. At the store level, the only thing that matters to the manager is hitting sales targets, keeping labor costs low, and ensuring the shop is adequately staffed. If you try to quote the handbook or remind the manager about the work-life balance policy, you are labeled as "difficult" or "not committed to the brand."

It’s completely frowned upon to actually use the policies. For example, we supposedly have the right to request unpaid study leave during exam weeks. But when people actually try to apply for it, the manager will just say, "Well, if everyone takes study leave, who is going to run the store? You have to compromise." So, the policy exists to make the company look good on paper, but culturally, on the shop floor, asking for work-life balance is seen as a sign of weakness or a lack of work ethic.

Manna Barua: It sounds like a significant disconnect between corporate policy and store-level management. Can you give an example where you raised any concerns and if so, how were these received? 

Participant A: Yes. Going back to that really stressful period I mentioned, I eventually hit a breaking point where I was feeling physically ill from the stress. I asked my store manager for a formal sit-down meeting. I brought my university timetable, my upcoming deadline schedule, and a printout of the rota from the last three weeks showing how my availability had been ignored.

I very politely explained that I was struggling, my grades were slipping, and I really needed her to strictly adhere to my maximum requested hours—which was 20 hours a week—for the next month until my deadlines passed. I thought bringing evidence and being professional would help.

Instead, she got extremely defensive. She crossed her arms and said, "Look, I have a business to run. I have targets. Everyone here has stuff going on outside of work. You aren't the only student who has exams." She basically completely minimized my concerns. She then told me that if I couldn't handle the responsibilities of being a supervisor, she could always demote me back to a regular barista, which would mean a pay cut. I felt completely defeated. She ended up taking maybe one four-hour shift off my rota for the next week, but she made a massive show of how much of an inconvenience it was to her. It made me realize that raising concerns is essentially pointless because they view my degree as a hobby that is getting in the way of my real job.

Manna Barua: That is quite a harsh reaction, especially the threat of demotion. Along those lines, are there any negative/ or positive narrative stories about refusal or support for adjusting work environments? 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Participant A: The negative stories are definitely more common. I had a colleague a few months ago, let's call him Sam. He was studying engineering, which has an insane amount of contact hours. He flat out refused to work outside of the availability he submitted. If he was scheduled on a Wednesday when he had labs, he wouldn't show up, citing the fact that he had told them he was unavailable. Instead of adjusting his rota, management just started giving him all the worst shifts—the terrible weekend closes, the deep cleaning shifts. Then they started slowly cutting his hours week by week until he was only getting 4 hours a week. They basically starved him out financially until he was forced to quit. It was a clear warning to the rest of us: comply with the rota, or we’ll make you leave.

But, to be fair, I do have a slightly positive story, though it doesn't involve the main manager. We have an assistant manager who is quite young; she actually graduated from UWTSD a couple of years ago. She understands the pressure. During one of my worst weeks, I was working a Sunday closing shift with her, and the shop was completely dead. We had done all our cleaning tasks. The main manager wasn't there. The assistant manager told me to go sit in the back office, take my laptop out, and spend the last two hours of my shift doing my university reading while she held down the front. She covered for me and told me, "Your degree is more important than wiping down perfectly clean tables." It was a small act of rebellion on her part, but I honestly could have cried with gratitude. It just showed me that flexibility and support are totally possible; it just depends entirely on the empathy of the person in charge of you.

Manna Barua: That is a wonderful example of peer-level leadership, but it also highlights the inconsistency you face. Given all this, how does your manager’s approach to your schedule affect your ability to manage both your work and your studies? 

Participant A: It dictates everything, to be honest. Because her approach is so chaotic and unsympathetic, I can never truly plan my life. I exist in a constant state of anxiety, waiting for the rota to drop on Sunday evening, wondering if I'm going to have to send pleading emails to my lecturers because I've been scheduled during a compulsory seminar.

Her lack of respect for my boundaries means I have to overcompensate. I have to stay up later to study because I can't trust that I'll have the daytime hours I asked for. It ruins my focus. When I am sitting in a lecture, half my brain is worrying about whether my manager is going to text me demanding I come in early. Because she views my schedule as something she can manipulate at will, it strips away my autonomy. If I had a manager who simply respected the availability I submitted—just that one basic thing—my ability to manage my studies would improve tenfold. I wouldn't be constantly exhausted, and I could actually dedicate quality time to my coursework instead of just desperately trying to keep my head above water.

Manna Barua: That paints a very clear picture of the psychological toll it takes. We are nearing the end of the interview now. Is there anything about your experience balancing work and study that we haven’t discussed yet, or that you feel is important for me to understand? 

Participant A: I think the main thing I want to get across is that when universities or employers talk about "working students," there is often this underlying assumption that we are just working for extra pocket money. To go out drinking, or buy nice clothes. And maybe that was true ten years ago. But for me, and for almost everyone I know at UWTSD who works, it is about survival. It is about paying for electricity and basic groceries.

So when an employer dangles "flexible hours" as a perk, what they are really playing with is our financial stability. True flexibility would mean I have a guaranteed income that I can rely on, but the freedom to shift those hours around my academic deadlines. What we actually have right now is one-sided flexibility, where the employer holds all the power, and we have to sacrifice our physical and mental health to meet both their demands and the university's demands.

I’d also add that the university sometimes assumes we have all this free time outside of lectures to do independent study. When an assignment brief says "this should take 40 hours of independent research," I just want to laugh. I don't have 40 hours. I have maybe 10. So there is a disconnect on both sides. The employer doesn't care about the degree, and the university sometimes forgets about the employer. And the student is just caught in the middle, getting crushed by both.

Manna Barua: That is an incredibly powerful point to end on, and it perfectly encapsulates the core of what this research is trying to uncover regarding the reality of the work-life balance for students. Your insights have been incredibly valuable.

I want to thank you again for being so open and sharing your experiences with me today. Just to remind you, this recording will now be transcribed, and the audio file will be deleted. You have the right to withdraw this data within the next 14 days if you change your mind. 

Participant A: I won't change my mind. I'm glad to get it out there. Thank you for doing this research; I hope it actually makes employers think about how they treat us.

Manna Barua: I hope so too. Thank you, and take care.

Participant A: You too. Bye.
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