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ABSTRACT

This quantitative study investigates the impact of smartphone use for work and time-based work
interference with leisure (WIL) on work-life conflict among 123 private-sector workers in Kuching,
Sarawak. Analyses of Pearson Correlation Coefficients were carried out. The findings support previous
research which suggests using smartphones for work after hours can lead to conflicts between employees'
work and personal lives. Furthermore, the findings show that work-life conflict is compounded by time-
based work interferences with leisure (WIL). These findings have ramifications for policies and procedures
surrounding work-related smartphone use and the amount of time spent on specific tasks during off-work
hours, which could negatively impact employees' work-life balance.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Going digital is now a worldwide trend, and Sarawak should participate. The State government
introduced the Sarawak Digital Economy (SDE) 2018-2022 strategy plan to pave the way for the
State to become a digitally evolved and developed nation. The State government is working on
creating a digital economy that will promote economic growth, raise income, and improve people’s
quality of life within the next five years. As a result, research into digital technologies, particularly
among Sarawak employees in their daily lives, is critical to rescaling the workforce towards the
Sarawak Digital Economic (SDE) goal.

One of the digital technologies used by Sarawak employees is the smartphone. Its use has been
recognised as one of the key contributing factors in increasing work productivity due to its easy
access to work chat groups, calls, and work email accounts during off-work hours. Such flexibility
may help employees complete unfinished tasks and continuously discuss ongoing work
assignments with their supervisors, colleagues, or clients outside of working hours. Indeed,
smartphone use for work after working hours has altered work texture. However, behind every
smartphone use is another story: its use allows the encroachment on employees' personal lives,
which adds to the challenge of managing their work-life interface. Previous findings on
smartphone use for work after working hours are inconclusive. On the one hand, smartphone use
for work after working hours can make work more flexible (e.g., Adisa, Gbadamosi, & Osabutey,
2017; Cousins & Robey, 2015; Mazmanian, Orlikowski, & Yates, 2013; Yun, Kettinger, & Lee,
2012). On the other hand, evidence showed that smartphone use for work after working hours
contributed to high work-life conflict (Boswell & Olson-Buchanan, 2007; Ghislieri, Emanuel,
Molino, Cortese, & Colombo, 2017; Omar Lim, 2019).

Additionally, much of the extant smartphone use for work after working hours has been conducted
on restricted populations in developed countries such as the Netherlands, Austria, the United States
of America, and Canada (e.g., Cousins & Robey, 2015; Derks, Bakker, Peters, & van Wingerden,
2016; Ninaus, Diehl, & Terlutter, 2021). Unfortunately, little research has been conducted in non-
Western countries. As one of several increasingly industrialising countries in East Asia where
employees are required to work long hours, it is crucial to investigate private-sector employees in
Kuching, Sarawak, if they face similar work-life conflicts when using smartphones for business
purposes during off-work hours.

Apart from that, leisure activities (such as hiking, volunteering, or gardening) are regarded as a
personal life area that provide pleasure and delight to individuals who engage in them (de Bloom,
Nawijn, Geurts, Kinnunen, & Korpela, 2017; Kim, Lee, Chun, Han, & Heo, 2017). Such leisure
activities contribute to positive well-being and quality of life (Downward & Dawson, 2016;
Kuykendall, Zhu, & Craig, 2020). However, in East Asia, where employees have long working
hours (Son & Chen, 2018), work interfering with leisure seems more common. Moreover, as work
has become more digitalised, it may be challenging to maintain leisure activities due to work
demands, negatively impacting work-life conflict. With time-based work interference with leisure
(WIL), there is limited research addressing the possible relationships between critical variables
(Aeon & Aguinis, 2017; Son & Chen, 2018). Hence, research about employees' time-based work
interference with leisure (WIL) is needed.
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Furthermore, there is a need to acknowledge the work-life conflict rather than the life-work
conflict, capturing the spillover of the work domain onto the personal life domain. It is imperative
to focus on employees with traditional family households (i.e., married with children). Employees
who are single and living together with family members may also face challenges when faced with
the constant use of smartphones for work after working hours.

Given that previous research has produced mixed results on the growing number of employees
who use smartphones for work during off-work hours, as well as their pursuit of leisure activities
after work hours, and to improve our understanding of how these issues play out in populations
that are often overlooked in work-life research studies, we looked into the following research
questions:

1. Does smartphone use for work after working hours influence work-life conflict?
2. Does time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) influence work-life conflict?

In the following, to investigate the relationship between smartphone use for work after working
hours and time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) on work-life conflict, we briefly
discussed the theoretical foundation of the research study. The current investigation was built upon
role theory (Powell, Greenhaus, Allen, & Johnson, 2019; Rothbard & Ollier-Malaterre, 2016),
which postulates that employees manage their work and personal life roles according to their
various role structures. The conflict between roles may arise when obligations and pressures from
work and personal life blur together. Thus, to investigate the relationships in this research study,
we utilised role theory as the theoretical foundation.

To summarise, we expect smartphone use for work after working hours and time-based work
interference with leisure (WIL) to increase work-life conflict. For that reason, we hypothesise:

Hai: There is a relationship between smartphone use for work after working hours and work-life
conflict. With the higher use of smartphones for work-related purposes during off-work hours,
work-life conflict among private-sector employees increases.

H2: There is a relationship between time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) and work-
life conflict. Employees with high time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) will increase
work-life conflict.

2 MATERIALS & METHODS

The questionnaire was set up using Google Form with a brief description of the purpose of the
study. In an email, the data collection process was meticulously explained, and the researchers
assured the participants of the confidentiality of their responses. No personal details were asked in
the online questionnaire. The sample consisted of 123 respondents conveniently sampled from
private organisations in Kuching, Sarawak. Prior to the data collection, a pilot study was carried
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out amongst 30 employees to ensure the reliability of the study. As shown in Table 1, the
Cronbach's o values were all above .7.

Table 1. Reliability test for the pilot study.

Variable Nu_mber of Cronbach's Alpha value
items

Smartphones use for work after working hours 5 0.88

Time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) 6 0.88

Work-life conflict 4 0.77

Overall items 15

The online questionnaire was divided into four (4) sections: demographic, smartphone use for
work after working hours, time-based work interference with leisure (WIL), and work-life conflict,
with 15 items. A descriptive statistic was used to quantitatively summarise the sample of the
population. In addition, a Pearson correlation test was conducted to determine if there was a
relationship between smartphone use for work after working hours and time-based work
interference with leisure (WIL) on work-life conflict. Table 2 shows the summary description of
the online questionnaire.

Demographic Background. Gender, age, race, highest attainment level of education, marital
status, family composition, hours worked weekly, work overtime frequency, the total number of
work chat groups, and full access to work email accounts on respondents' smartphones were
included in a sociodemographic background questionnaire.

Smartphone Use for Work After Working Hours. Smartphone use for work during off-work
hours was measured with a five-item scale developed by Yun et al. (2012). All items were rated
on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree, with a
reported reliability result of a = .89 from a past study conducted by Yun et al. (2012). An example
item is: "Due to smartphone use for work purposes, | have to make changes to my plans for
family/personal activities". In the current study, the Cronbach's a of the scale was .88.

Time-based Work Interferences with Leisure (WIL). To measure time-based WIL, current
researchers used a six-item scale developed initially by Tsaur, Liang and Hsu (2012) with a
reported reliability result of a = .95. All items were rated on a five-point Likert scale: 1 = Strongly
disagree to 5 = Strongly agree. Results of a high score for the items represent the respondents’
leisure time is frequently occupied by their working time. An example item is: "I often work in the
evening, even during my leisure time". In the current study, Cronbach'’s o value was .88.

Work-Life Conflict. A four-item scale developed by Gutek, Searle, and Klepa (1991) was used
to measure the respondents' perceptions of work-life conflict. The response options ranged from 1
= Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree. A sample item is: "After work, I come home too tired

92



Journal of Cognitive Sciences and Human Development. VVol.8(1), March 2022

to do some of the things I would like to do™. The Cronbach's a value for this measure was .81. In
the current study, the Cronbach's o for this measure was .77.

Table 2. Summary description of the online questionnaire.

Variable Number of Source of questionnaire
items

Demographic background 11 -

Smartphones use for work after working hours 5 Yun, Kettinger and Lee
(2012)

Time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) 6 Tsaur, Liang and Hsu
(2012)

Work-life conflict 4 Gutek, Searle and Klepa
(1991)

Overall items 26

3 RESULTS

A total of 123 private-sector employees based in Kuching, Sarawak, participated in the current
study, with 70.7 per cent (n = 87) being female and 29.3 per cent (n = 36) being male. As much
as 35.8 per cent (n = 22) of the respondents were between 20 to 24 years of age, and 82.1 per cent
(n = 101) consisted of Chinese. The majority of the respondents had up to a Bachelor's degree
(58.5%) level of education, and out of 73.2 per cent (n = 90) respondents who were single, 58.5
per cent (n = 72) of them lived together with family members. The summary profile of the
respondents is illustrated in Table 3. Most participants (43.1 %) worked more than 40 hours per
week, and 50.4 per cent (n = 62) sometimes worked overtime. Finally, 99 respondents (80.5%)
had full access to their work email accounts on their devices, and all of them had work chat groups,
with 64 (52%) of them having 1 to 4 work chat groups.

Table 3. Summary of demographic characteristics.

Item n %
Gender
Male 36 29.3
Female 87 70.7
Age
20to 24 44 35.8
251029 42 34.1
30to 34 6 4.9
35t0 39 18 14.6
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40 to 44 6 4.9
45 to 49 1 0.8
50to 54 3 2.4
55 to 59 1 0.8
60 and above 2 1.6
Race
Malay 4 3.3
Chinese 101 82.1
Indian 14 114
Others 4 3.3
Highest level of education
Master’s / PhD 4 3.3
Bachelor's 72 58.5
STPM / Diploma/ A-Level 29 23.6
SPM / O-Level 16 13.0
Others 2 1.6
Marital status
Single 90 73.2
Divorced 1 0.8
Widowed 1 0.8
Married 31 25.2
Household composition
Single, living alone 15 12.2
Single, living together with family members 72 58.5
Single parent 3 2.4
Married with no children 7 5.7
Married with children 24 19.5
Others 2 1.6
Hours worked weekly
Less than 20 30 24.4
20t0 24 4 3.3

2510 29 6 4.9
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30 to 34 9 7.3
3510 39 21 17.1
More than 40 53 43.1
Work overtime frequency
Frequently 22 17.9
Sometimes 62 50.4
Occasionally 17 13.8
Rarely 22 17.9
Number of work chat groups on a smartphone
1to4 64 52.0
5t09 30 24.4
10to 14 17 13.5
15t0 19 7 5.7
20 and above 5 4.1
Full access to the work email account on a smartphone
Yes 99 80.5
No 24 19.5

In Hypothesis 1, the researchers predicted that respondents would experience higher work-life
conflict when they use their smartphones intensively for work-related activities during off-work
hours. Table 4 shows a moderate positive relationship between smartphone use for work after
working hours and work-life conflict, r (123) = 0.591, p < 0.01, p = 0.000. Albeit moderately
related, the result suggested that higher smartphone use for work after working hours would result
in higher work-life conflict. As for Hypothesis 2, high time-based work interference with leisure
(WIL) is associated with high work-life conflict. Table 4 presents a moderate relationship between
time-based WIL and work-life conflict, r (123) = 0.655, p < 0.01, p = 0.000. It is concluded that
time-based WIL leads to work-life conflict among private-sector employees.

Table 4. Pearson correlation between smartphone use for work after working hours and time-
based work interference with leisure (WIL) on work-life conflict.

Correlation
p-value r-value
Smartphones use for work after working hours .000 591*
Time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) .000 .655**

Notes: *p<0.05 and **p<0.01.
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4 DISCUSSION

In this sample of private-sector employees in Kuching, smartphone use for work after working
hours was high. Many respondents agreed to have full access to a work email account through
their smartphones (80.5%), and all of the respondents participated in work chat groups (100%). In
terms of the proposed hypotheses, both Hiand Hz were supported. The Pearson's correlations test
results showed a moderate relationship between smartphone use for work after working hours and
work-life conflict. The private-sector employees who frequently use smartphones for work
purposes after working hours tend to experience increased work-life conflict. Previous findings
supported it, implying that when employees use smartphones for work after working hours, the
more they experience work-life conflict (Derks et al., 2016; Ghislieri et al., 2017; Omar Lim,
2019). The current study suggested that smartphone use for work outside of working hours
increases work-life conflict. However, it offers an alternative way of working where employees
can communicate and share work issues while at the same time being involved in their personal
life activities. As a result, employees experience higher levels of work-life conflict when there is
an increase in work-related smartphone use after working hours.

Meanwhile, Hypothesis 2 also showed a moderate relationship between time-based work
interference with leisure (WIL) and work-life conflict. The current results supported the notion
that employees working in private sectors were working overtime and their working time hindered
them from participating in leisure activities. Private-sector employees' plans for leisure activities
were often influenced by work emergencies and overtime, which prompted work-life conflict.
Thus, the findings were by results found in Son and Chen (2018), where the respondents in the
current study agreed that leisure activities were often changed last minute or hampered due to
work. It was necessary to work overtime rather than participate in leisure activities. Such time-
based work interference with leisure (WIL) led to work-life conflict amongst the private-sector
employees. It is also in line with a study on leisure constraints by Kuykendall et al. (2020), where
working long hours required employees to reduce involvement in leisure activities. Such negative
spillover from work to personal life domain caused work-life conflict.

5 IMPLICATIONS

In this section, we identify implications for practice that are important to be addressed. Firstly, we
note that smartphone use for work after working hours and time-based work interference with
leisure (WIL) cannot be overcome by focusing solely on an individual's practices and approaches.
Supervisors who model continuous availability by using smartphones for work during off-work
hours and long work hours are likely to signal or convey ideal worker norms to their employees.
Such pressure to conform to their managers' ideal worker norms may hinder individuals from
engaging in non-work activities. As a result, managers may serve as role models for employees in
their organisations in terms of how they engage in leisure activities without the stress of working
extra due to persistent smartphone connectivity, which frequently occurs at night and on weekends.

Finally, employers and Human Resource managers should be more aware of the impact of
smartphone use for work after hours and time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) on work-
life balance. Human Resource practitioners may aid with formal organisational standards for
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setting up boundaries on smartphone use for work after hours and supporting employees who
choose to take "down-time,” which can help minimise and resolve work-life conflict.
Organisations could communicate after-hours work-related responses via smartphones.
Employees will feel that senior management cares about their well-being due to these actions, and
they will be more productive, motivated, and engaged at work.

6 LIMITATIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

This study does not come without limitations, and thus, the findings should be interpreted with
caution. First, the current research study only focused on smartphone use for work and did not
consider other communication technologies. Some employees may use other communication
technologies (e.g., tablets and laptops). Consequently, these communication technologies may
play a role in shaping the findings. Secondly, it is also possible that its reliance on online
questionnaires limits our study. This limitation can be offset with more intensive research by
investigating the day-level effects of smartphone use, where rich data should be collected at several
points on employees' daily smartphone use for work after working hours. Finally, our research
study is restricted to employees from private organisations in Kuching, Sarawak. As a result, future
researchers should do comparable studies in the public sector, non-profit organisations, or
multinational enterprises, where smartphone use for work after working hours may be more
frequent.

7 CONCLUSION

Overall, the goal of this study was to identify the relationship between smartphone use for work
after working hours and time-based work interference with leisure (WIL) with work-life conflict,
which prompts future researchers from the academic world and various work industries so that we
might gain more insights on those areas. The results indicated that employees' increased use of
smartphones for work-related purposes led to work-life conflict after working hours. Also, time-
based work interference with leisure (WIL) was associated with increased work-life conflict
among private-sector employees. However, the use of smartphones for work after working hours
came with a cost. To achieve the Sarawak Digital Economy's (SDE) goals and objectives for 2018
to 2022, it is necessary for the Sarawak employees to embrace digital technologies in transforming
the way they work. It is hoped that by highlighting these issues, the continuation of research in this
area may help to understand further the use of smartphones as means for conducting work outside
of the office after working hours and when time devoted to the work role makes it difficult to take
part in leisure activities.
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