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Background: As young adults in their 20s to 30s transitioning toward new careers

and independence, their dietary and physical activity practices often change,

increasing their risk of weight gain. This study explored the ways that Singaporean

young adults perceived and experienced the interaction between their working

hours, work, and health practices.

Methods: This research used semi-structured interviews to explore the

perspectives and experiences of participants. Purposive and snowball sampling

was used to recruit 15 men and 18 women, aged 23 to 36, who had worked

full-time at their respective jobs in Singapore for at least 1 year. An inductive and

deductive thematic analysis approach was employed.

Results: Young working adults’ commitment to work was driven by a

hard-working culture, a desire to attain better jobs and remuneration, and

to fulfill cultural expectations to support their multi-generation families. Their

non-work time was largely spent recuperating from work by socializing over food

and in sedentary activities.

Conclusion: For young working adults, long work hours are normalized, even

though they are a barrier to healthy diets and physical activity. Existing social

and institutional norms support a culture that values commitment to work and

encourages young adults to devote long hours to building a sound financial future

and achieving personal and cultural aspirations. These findings have implications

for long-term population health and should be considered in health promotion

activities targeting young adults and barriers.

KEYWORDS

work time, health practices, diet, physical activity, obesity, health promotion, preventing

non-communicable diseases, burden of disease

Introduction

There are strong indications that key risk factors of preventable non-communicable

diseases are increasing in Singapore’s population: insufficient exercise and obesity are

increasing with the consumption of more calorie-dense and nutrient-poor food (1–3).

Poor diets and little physical activity are within the top 10 risk factors of premature death

and disability in Singapore (4). Furthermore, preventable non-communicable diseases are

experienced at younger ages. The country has the highest proportion of younger diabetes

patients in Asia (5), while young adults, aged 30–39 years, have the highest prevalence of

obesity at 12.4%, of any age group in Singapore (6).
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Singapore is a multi-ethnic South-East Asian country where

the majority are Chinese (74.3%), followed by Malay (13.4%),

Indian (9.0%), and other ethnicities (3.2%) (7). Singapore’s British

colonial heritage is overlaid with a distinctive multi-cultural,

modern society that reflects the East Asian background of its’ largest

ethnic population. It is famous for its diverse dining offerings

ranging from outdoor hawker centers to expensive restaurants (8).

Though small, Singapore has become a high-income, urban nation,

since independence in 1965. At 44.6 h per week, its’ workforce

has among the longest average working hours in the world (9).

Almost 90% of Singaporean young adults aged 25–34 are employed,

and they work an average of 44 hours per week like their older

counterparts (10).

Working more than 40 h per week diminishes workers’ ability

and time for self-care, negatively impacting their physical and

mental health and contributing to obesity and related chronic

health conditions in Australia (11–13) and the USA (14). Other

international studies have found that stress from personal and work

lives can affect dietary practices and have negative consequences for

body weight and health (15–18).

Long working hours are normative in Singapore and are part

of a broader cultural acceptance of work as a key element of

Singaporean culture (19). Young working adults seem vulnerable

to weight gain; as they leave home, settle into working life, and

start a new family, their dietary and physical activity practices

change (20). After starting work, 60% of Singaporean workers gain

weight, putting on an average of 3 kg per year for the first 8 years

with 17% gaining more than 20 kg after job commencement (21).

Younger people are particularly dissatisfied with their weight with

30% of under 25 year olds restricting their diet (22). Their diets are

not rated as particularly healthy with most Singaporean university

students not meeting recommended daily servings of fruit and

vegetables (23). Additionally, while about one-third (33.4%) of

adults regularly took part in leisure time physical activity, 42.9%

did not exercise at all (24).

Even though Singapore is conspicuous for its long work

hours, the topic has not been investigated in depth. This study

explores young adults’ work hours in the context of work

culture, encompassing shared values, beliefs, attitudes, behavior,

and customs toward work (25). Understanding how young adults

perceive and respond to the impact of long working hours and

other work-related normative practices in their daily lives and how

these aspects constrain their health practices is important for two

reasons. First, it is likely that people’s perceptions of time scarcity

influences the amount of time they think they have for discretionary

activities or those that are not committed to work, domestic chores,

and personal care (26). Second, it is more effective to prevent weight

gain than to lose weight (27). An in-depth awareness may guide

intervention efforts to reduce barriers to health practices and slow

the development of chronic health conditions in later life.

This study focuses on young people working in sedentary

white-collar jobs who are most likely to be at risk of weight gain. It

seeks to understand their perspectives and experiences on how their

work hours and work culture influence their health practices. Even

though Singapore is renowned for its strong work ethic (19), young

workers’ perceptions of the impact of their work environment on

health remain underexplored.

Methods

Study design

Increasingly, it is recognized that health knowledge alone

is not enough to change health practices that reflect subjective

experiences embedded in a socio-environmental context. As

such, an understanding of nuanced, inter-related, and multi-level

relationships is useful. Consequently, a qualitative approach is

suited to explore these relationships. This study was comprised

of in-depth, semi-structured interviews supported by participant

information and standardized questionnaires. It is part of a year-

long study using a focused ethnographic approach (28) to explore

a social phenomenon and provide insights into the interactions

between the everyday working lives of Singaporean young adults

and their dietary and health practices.

Recruitment
Eligible participants were young adults aged 21 to 36 living

in Singapore (Singaporean citizens or permanent residents who

had lived in Singapore for at least 1 year) and working full-

time (at least 38 h per week for at least 1 year at the same job).

Purposive and snowball samplings were used to recruit participants

of similar ages and life experiences who could provide insight into

the phenomena studied (29). To mitigate potential recruitment

bias, participants were recruited in either one of the two ways:

(1) 100 men and 100 women from a list of previous research

participants in studies conducted by the National University of

Singapore (NUS) who had stated they were willing to be contacted

for future research purposes were called by the lead author and

(2) a convenience sample was approached following expressed

interest after an introduction by the lead author’s contacts, using

their network of acquaintances (Figure 1). After initial contact,

interested potential participants were emailed a letter of invitation,

with a study information sheet, a copy of the consent form,

and a time-use diary. Prior to participation, all participants were

fully informed regarding what the study would entail and their

right to refuse to answer any questions and withdraw at any

time. With their permission, a one-off interview was arranged.

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants.

No participants withdrew participation from the study. Upon

the completion of research activities, participants were offered a

supermarket voucher worth 20 Singapore Dollars (SGD)1 to thank

them for their time.

Recruitment took place between June and October 2016 and

continued until data saturation was reached, meaning that little

additional novel data were emerging (30). A total of 33 participants

were recruited: 17 participants (eight men and nine women) from

previous NUS studies and 16 participants (seven men and nine

women) from the lead author’s contacts.

1 As exchange rates have changed over the years since data collection

began in 2016, no exchange rate equivalent is provided for Singapore Dollars

(SGD).
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FIGURE 1

Visual representation of the arms-length recruitment of 16 participants who were acquaintances of contacts. None of the contacts were interviewed.

Data collection
An interview guide, developed from related work

by Eckermann (31), Hubert (32), Mack and colleagues

(33), and Bisogni and colleagues (34–38), was used (see

Supplementary material 1). During face-to-face interviews,

open-ended questions were deployed flexibly, to gain insight into

participants’ understandings and beliefs related to their perceptions

of health; narratives about their food and dietary practices in the

context of the foodscape; their work and time use; physical activity;

and broader sociocultural influences such as family, friends, social

media elements, and government initiatives.

Participants were also asked to complete short socio-

demographic questionnaires that included the level of income

and working hours. Standardized questionnaires were used to

collect data on work satisfaction (39), time pressure (40), self-

rated health (41), and self-reported height and weight to calculate

body mass index (BMI) and physical activity [using the global

physical activity questionnaire, GPAQ (42)]. A 3-day time-use diary

(2 weekdays and 1 weekend day), adapted from the Australian

Bureau of Statistics Time Use Survey (43), was also administered

to record time spent on daily activities such as sleep, commuting,

and working. Additionally, photos that were voluntarily provided

by participants on the days they recorded their time-use diaries

were used. These mixed methods helped provide a comprehensive

understanding of the phenomena studied (44).

All data were collected by the lead author who was

a female Asian postgraduate student of similar age to the

participants, with prior experience of living in Singapore, and

trained in qualitative methodologies. Interviews were conducted

in English and audio recorded and noted. Most interviews,

lasting about an hour, were conducted in public spaces at the

convenience of the interviewee. The process of data collection

and data saturation reached was discussed among all authors.

A pseudonym was assigned or chosen by participants to protect

their anonymity and maintain confidentiality. For a year, field

notes focusing on food-related spaces, such as hawker centers,

were taken.

Ethical approval was attained from the Australian National

University (ANU) Human Research Ethics Committee (Protocol:

2015/813) and the NUS Institutional Review Board (B-16-076).

Written informed consent was obtained from all participants. All

the methods in this study were performed in accordance with the

relevant guidelines and regulations.

Analysis

Interviews were transcribed and the lead author read and

reread the transcripts for familiarization. Member-checking of

transcripts was not undertaken to lessen participant burden.

An inductive and deductive thematic analysis approach (45)

was adopted for its flexibility. The deductive elements were

informed by existing literature characteristic of a focused

ethnographic approach and were linked with the main

research questions. Our inductive thematic analysis sought

to identify codes and then themes that were apparent in

the data. Transcripts were coded in Atlas.ti 8 Windows

(46), and key concepts and themes were discussed among

all authors. Identified themes were further organized into

individual, community, and environmental levels guided by a

framework based on the social determinants of health which
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FIGURE 2

Conceptual map illustrating the multi-level aspects of the four main themes identified from analysis and how they influence participants’ health and

body weight: working hours and time use; social norms and long work hours; the influence of work on eating practices; and the influence of work

on physical activities.

describe the interplay of individual and structural factors (47)

(Figure 2).

Questionnaire data provided background demographic, work,

and physical activity information. Ethnic, marital status, and

educational levels were categorized according to the standard

used in Singapore’s population statistics, and occupations were

defined by the Singapore Standards Occupational Classification

2015 (Version 2018) (48). Based on WHO definitions, participants’

BMIs were categorized as underweight (BMI < 18 kg/m2),

normal weight (BMI 18.5–24.9 kg/m2), overweight (25.0–29.9

kg/m2), and obese (BMI ≥ 30 kg/m2) (49). Distributions

and averages of scales and indices were calculated for the

work satisfaction scale, time pressure scale, and self-rated

health (39–41). Metabolic equivalents (METs) were calculated

following the GPAQ analysis guide to classify physical activity

intensity as high, moderate, and low (42). Participants’ time-

use diaries were tabulated to show the average amount of

time spent on each of the activities pre-defined in the diary.

The Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Studies

(COREQ) checklist was followed for the preparation of this

study (50).

Results

Most (69.7%) of the 15 male and 18 female participants

identified as ethnically Chinese (Table 1) which reflects the ethnic

composition of Singapore; Chinese (74.3%), Malay (13.4%), Indian

(9.0%), and other ethnicities (3.2%) (7). Participants were aged

between 23 and 36.

Our analysis identified four major work-related themes

operating at different levels (Figure 2). These themes illuminate

the ways in which the Singaporean work culture, particularly long

hours, influences the health practices of young working adults.

Weekend is the only time to like... just
collapse: working hours and time use

Long work hours constituted the greatest time demand on

young people during the week. The study participants spent

most of their waking hours on weekdays at work (daily average

8.7–9.0 h) and the remainder commuting (1.9–2.4 h) and on

food consumption, mainly from food establishments (1.9–2.3 h)

(Figure 3). Most participants began work at designated times but

often felt compelled to work additional hours at the end of the

working day to complete tasks and meet deadlines. Their weekly

working hours ranged from 40 to more than 70 h a week, with

those in the finance and accounting industry working the longest

hours (data not shown). Although the Employment Act 1968

(51, 52) imposes a limit of 44 working h per week, participants

worked 47 h per week on average (men 47.3, women 46.7).

In total, 20 participants worked on average more than 44 h a

week with eight having contracted working hours of between 45

and 50 h.
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FIGURE 3

Average hours spent on daily activities by working Singaporean young adults.
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TABLE 1 Sociodemographic information of participants.

Total
(N = 33)

Men
(N = 15)

Women
(N = 18)

N (%)

Ethnicity

Chinese 23 (69.7) 11 (73.3) 12 (66.7)

Malay 6 (18.2) 1 (6.7) 5 (27.8)

Indian 3 (9.1) 3 (20.0) 0 (0.0)

Other 1 (3.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (5.6)

Mean± SD

Age (years) 28.7± 0.7 29.1± 3.2 28.3± 4.6

BMI (kg/m2) 22.3± 3.8 24.6± 3.0 20.5± 3.6

N (%)

BMI categories

Underweight < 18.5 4 (12.1) 0 (0.0) 4 (22.2)

Normal weight,

18.5–24.9

22 (66.7) 10 (66.7) 12 (66.7)

Overweight,

25.0–29.9

5 (15.2) 3 (20.0) 2 (11.1)

Obese ≥ 30 2 (6.1) 2 (13.3) 0 (0.0)

Living arrangements

With family 28 (84.8) 12 (80.0) 16 (88.9)

With housemates 3 (9.1) 2 (13.3) 1 (5.6)

Alone 2 (6.1) 1 (6.7) 1 (5.6)

Marital status

Never Married 23 (69.7) 10 (66.7) 13 (72.2)

Married 10 (30.3) 5 (33.3) 5 (27.8)

Number of children

0 27 (81.8) 13 (86.7) 14 (77.8)

1 1 (3.0) 1 (6.7) 0 (0.0)

2 4 (12.1) 1 (6.7) 3 (16.7)

3 1 (3.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (5.6)

Highest completed level of education

Secondary 1 (3.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (5.6)

Diploma 8 (24.2) 3 (20.0) 5 (27.8)

Bachelor’s 20 (60.6) 9 (60.0) 11 (61.1)

Professional

certificates

1 (3.0) 1 (6.7) 0 (0.0)

Master’s 3 (9.1) 2 (13.3) 1 (5.6)

Occupation

Legislators, senior

officials and managers

2 (6.1) 0 (0.0) 2 (11.1)

Professionals 24 (72.7) 13 (86.7) 11 (61.1)

Associate

professionals and

technicians

1 (3.0) 1 (6.7) 0 (0.0)

(Continued)

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Total
(N = 33)

Men
(N = 15)

Women
(N = 18)

N (%)

Clerical support

workers

5 (15.2) 1 (6.7) 4 (22.2)

Service and sales

workers

1 (3.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (5.6)

Monthly income inclusive of Central Provident Funds (SGD)

1,000–2,000 2 (6.1) 1 (6.7) 1 (5.6)

2,000–3,000 7 (21.2) 2 (13.3) 5 (27.8)

3,000–4,000 6 (18.2) 2 (13.3) 4 (22.2)

4,000–5,000 12 (36.4) 5 (33.3) 7 (38.9)

6,000–10,000 6 (18.2) 5(33.3) 1 (5.6)

The Employment Act 1968 (Singapore) (51, 52) mandates

only low paid (SGD2600 per month), and manual laborers are

paid for overtime work which excludes white-collar professionals

and managers. Most participants were, therefore, excluded from

overtime payments as a participant employed at a managerial level

explained as follows:

So sometimes I need to do more things, I will stay beyond

[normal working hours] . . . unpaid. . . I’m not protected in the

union agreement [light chuckle] . . . I’m at the managerial level,

so it’s not protected.

-Lim, male, 33, master’s, human resources and statistics

analyst, married, SGD 6,000–10,000/month.

Participants also responded to work-related messages outside

of working hours, thereby blurring the boundaries between formal

working hours and non-working hours.

As shown in Figure 3, approximately two-thirds of the weekday

were taken up by work and sleep.

Even though most participants’ work was sedentary, they often

reported feeling tired before, during, and after work. Despite

sleeping on average 7.3 h each night, many stated that it was normal

for them to feel tired all the time. They also felt that they did not

have control over the hours they work. To de-stress or unwind

from work, they spent their non-work time (approximately 2–4 h

per day) commuting, on sedentary entertainment, and sitting with

family and friends—often overmeals.Most did not do paid work on

the weekends, instead relaxing at home or socializing with friends.

On average, men and women slept more than 9 h on a weekend day,

reinforcing their comments about feeling mentally and physically

exhausted. Women spent some additional time with children.

Gendered differences appeared in the allocation of time and

work. On average, women did more chores and housework than

men on weekdays, and men did more chores and housework than

women on weekends, regardless of whether or not they lived in

parental homes (Figure 3). Overall, women did more household

chores in addition to childcare. In all households with children,

participants had help with childcare from family members, live-in

domestic helpers, and childcare services so that they could work

long hours.
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TABLE 2 Participants’ responses to the time pressure scale question (40)

and their work satisfaction rating (39).

Total
(N = 33)

Men
(N = 15)

Women
(N = 18)

N (%), all such values

Response to ‘How often do you feel rushed or pressed for time?’

Almost always 6 (18.2) 2 (13.3) 4 (22.2)

Often 7 (21.2) 4 (26.7) 3 (16.7)

Sometimes 14 (42.4) 5 (33.3) 9 (50.0)

Rarely 3 (9.1) 2 (13.3) 1 (5.6)

Never 3 (9.1) 2 (13.3) 1 (5.6)

Work satisfaction rating

1–Extremely dissatisfied 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

2 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

3 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)

4 5 (15.2) 2 (13.3) 3 (16.7)

5 14 (42.4) 6 (40.0) 8 (44.4)

6 9 (27.3) 4 (26.7) 5 (27.8)

7–Extremely Satisfied 5 (15.2) 3 (20.0) 2 (11.1)

Nobody in my o�ce actually leaves at 5
o’clock: social norms and long work hours

The influence of long work hours and demanding work

environments was evident in participants’ responses regarding

their reasons for their work satisfaction ratings. When participants

were asked to elaborate on their ratings, their reasons included

working hours, the workplace environment, remuneration, time

pressures, allocated work tasks, and feelings toward work tasks.

The reported average rating was 5.4, while the mode was 5

(n = 14) with a range of 4 to 7 on a scale of 1 (extremely

dissatisfied) to 7 (extremely satisfied) (Table 2). There were no

observable differences between male and female participants’

workplace satisfaction attributes.

When asked about their work satisfaction ratings during the

interviews, participants consistently spoke about the pressure to

meet tight deadlines which left them feeling stressed, particularly

during busier seasons such as at the end of the financial year.

In response to the time pressure scale (Table 2), 13 participants

reported that they were almost always or often rushed or pressed

for time at work. These participants worked in banking and

accounting, human resources, medical, and marketing, or as

managers. It appears that time pressure is not reduced by working

longer hours as 12 of them work more than 44 h per week.

However, the work satisfaction ratings of the 13 participants who

felt they were almost always or often rushed or pressed for time

at work ranged between 4 and 6.5, indicating that time pressure

at work is not decreasing their job satisfaction ratings. Regardless

of their workplace satisfaction ratings, many participants intended

to change jobs within the next few years to one that better aligns

with their needs for remuneration, training and development,

progression, and enjoyment.

Participants revealed multiple reasons for working long hours.

They were influenced by senior people who tended to work even

longer hours due to added responsibilities and tasks. Sana described

how despite one of her bosses negotiating his contract to allow

him to end work at 6 p.m., to spend more time with his family,

he always ended work after 6 p.m. and would work till much later

when required.

Yeah, and he’s really unlucky like sometimes our clients

will email us at like 5:30 p.m., “I need this done by tomorrow

morning”, so he will stay back late, or he will go home and have

dinner, and then you will see his email coming in at like 1 a.m.

[sic]

- Sana, female, 24, bachelor’s, financial public relations,

never married, SGD 3,000–4,000/month.

At 18 years of age, Singaporeanmen (excluding first-generation

permanent residents) are required to enlist for 2 years of full-time

national service. Consequently, some male participants felt that the

years in National Service were a disadvantage compared to other

people, including women of the same age, who may have additional

work experience or have completed a master’s degree by the time

they started work. They felt they needed to work harder to catch up

to their peers.

Regardless of their salary, most participants were worried that

they did not earn enough to start a family or sustain their family’s

lifestyle into the future. Unmarried and childless participants

worried about the costs of childcare, family expenses, buying a

house or a car, and general inflation rates. Unmarried participants

usually lived in their parents’ homes to save for housing, future

expenses, and to accrue general savings, citing rising costs of living.

For example, a participant with a housing loan on a flat purchased

with siblings explained as follows:

The lifestyle here is actually quite expensive, yeah, if I’m not

wrong, I actually read an article, it’s like, a comfortable level is

actually about 5,000 [a month] . . . Yeah, 3 to 4 [thousand a

month], not really [enough], because you have to deduct your

own monthly expenses, your bills, your housing loan, everything.

So, after you deduct, you don’t actually have much left.

-Mr. Tan, male, 32, diploma, banking, never married,

SGD 3,000–4,000/month.

Securing a well-paid job was an important sociocultural

milestone for participants as was being able to provide a stipend

for parents. This strong sense of filial piety is characteristic of

collectivist societies and has also been fostered in Singapore

through the Maintenance of Parents Act (53) which mandates that

adults provide financial support for parents of retirement age who

are unable to maintain themselves adequately. Many participants

provided monthly stipends, usually a set amount or a percentage

of their monthly income—further driving the need for higher pay.

Regardless of ethnic background, participants commented that they

were taught to support their parents from a young age as it was part

of their role as children.

Frontiers in PublicHealth 07 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org


Leu et al. 10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581

I think we are sort of brought up in a very traditional family,

so since young my mum would tell us, hey, I think it’s inculcated

that she gives money to her mum, my dad does the same, on a

monthly basis, and with traditional Chinese families, how much

you give a sort of like, although it’s not correlated to xiào [孝-

Chinese for filial]. . . being filial, but it sort of adds like a tangible

number and uh... how did I decide on the amount... uh... close to

a thousand but not a thousand, cause parents paid for uni right?

- Kenneth, male, 27, bachelor’s, banking, never married,

SGD 4,000–5,000/month.

Participants felt they should work hard while they were still

young and able to cope with the physical and mental demands.

They thought that long hours were required to advance careers

and gain better job stability and financial security. Furthermore,

they needed to tolerate their work conditions and maintain

their job performance to keep their current jobs in what was

perceived to be a fiercely competitive job market. To further their

careers, some participants also undertook time-demanding training

outside of work to improve their future promotion prospects

and employability (categorized under “others” in Figure 3). For

example, two women, spent a significant amount of time outside

work on their counseling diploma and degrees, hoping to change

careers or have an alternative career in the future. Another chose to

quit his job after working for 1 year to attain a university degree

with plans to re-join the workforce for better opportunities and

pay due to the fact that degree graduates tend to have higher

salaries (54).

I’ll just eat it [breakfast] on the desk: the
influence of work on eating practices

During interviews, participants described negotiating demands

between their workplace, workload and hours worked, and the

need to eat. For convenience and to save time, many participants

purchased breakfast on the way to work to eat at their workstations.

All participants stated that they usually ate out at lunchtime

although one participant also bought lunch for her boss because

there was no time scheduled into his diary to eat. She explained

that his schedule influenced his diet, saying: . . . because usually

he’s in a rush, so usually I don’t get uh to buy noodles and soup

and stuff.However, work lunches were viewed as an opportunity to

bond with work colleagues and were a brief respite fromwork. They

mainly ate at the ubiquitous food courts and hawker centers within

walking distance from their workplaces. It was also common to

share unhealthy snack foods at work. However, many participants

noted that because of work-driven time pressure, they reduced

mealtimes and bought convenient and cheap foods, especially when

they were working overtime. Many participants noted that they

gained weight once they started work. As Yi Wei described.

So, when I started working, I was about 65 kg, and the

maximum is about 77 kg, and now it’s 69. . . my first job is

auditor, so not sure if you know the auditor working hours are

quite crazy. So, you work until midnight, so at midnight when

you’re hungry you can order things like pizza? And McDonald’s,

so that is the reason why I gained a lot of weight. And when I

joined [undisclosed] bank in Malaysia, then I, I get back more

work–life balance, then I have more healthy food then that is the

reason why I lose my weight until now, I am around 69. [sic]

– Yi Wei, male, 30, professional training certificates,

operation risk manager, married, SGD 6,000–10,000/month.

Participants also blamed stress on eating unhealthy foods

and snacks.

When I’m working harder than usual, when deadlines are

getting closer yea. . . Stress eating . . . Yea, but I do control myself

though, like one packet, 2 packets at most . . . Granola bars, all

these, not those like Oreos. [sic]

- Mr. G, male, 23, diploma, management consultant, never

married, SGD 1,000–2,000/month.

However, they may also miss meals or eat irregularly due to

stress and tight deadlines.

I don’t eat anything. . . It’s like, if you are put on a project,

you just don’t have time to eat! You don’t feel hungry. . . I might

be eating something but it’s usually small food. . . It’s more like I

have work to finish first.

-Mina, female, 24, bachelor’s, auditing, never married,

SGD 3,000–4,000/month.

Overall, participants’ accounts suggest their work life was a

major influence on their eating practices and they were left feeling

they had little time and energy for healthy food practices.

I would love to exercise every day, but I
can’t do it: the influence of work on
physical activities

This participant explained that her work schedule did not

allow her to exercise even though she wakes fairly early but does

not arrive home until 9 p.m. Her experience was not unusual;

participants spent most of their waking hours at work (Figure 3),

usually in desk-based jobs. On average, participants spent an

average of 10 hours (between 4 and 17 hours) a day sitting at

a desk, on public transport, or resting after work (Figure 3). Yi

Ling, who typically spent 13.5 h a day sitting, largely due to her

long hours working as an accountant, commented that she often

feels like a “dead person”. Articulating the economic imperative to

be sedentary another person said that he is “paid to sit down to

do work”.

The WHO physical activity guidelines recommend per week:

150min of moderate-intensity aerobic exercise or 75min of

vigorous-intensity aerobic exercise; and muscle strengthening

activities on two or more days (55). More than half of the

participants (66.7%−12 men and 10 women) took part in

recreational physical activity at least once in a typical week.

Yet, many participants did not meet the guidelines despite most

participants (81.8%−12 men and 15 women) performing moderate

or vigorous intensity exercise, largely through incidental activity.

During the week, participants spent about 28min per workday

being active, mainly walking to catch public transport and to

food establishments.
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The main barriers to physical activity were lack of time and

lethargy, especially after a long day of work.

Because I do not really have time to exercise and yes usually

after work my work ends about 7:30 to 8 p.m. So, if you go for

dinner, it will be from about 8 o’clock to 9 p.m. and you go home,

you just shower, and you do not really have time to exercise.

Then, Saturday and Sunday usually is spending time at home

and don’t usually feel like going out, that is the reason why. [sic]

– Mr. Tan, male, 32, diploma, banking, never married,

SGD 3,000–4,000/month.

Others explained that their exercise cut into sleep time:

With work right, it takes up pretty much the whole day, and

then sometimes you want some time for yourself, so [exercise] just

eats into your sleep, right?

-Kenneth, male, 27, bachelor’s, banking, never married,

SGD 4,000–5,000/month.

Additionally, some associated seniority with a lack of time for

other activities.

I was standing at the entrance [of the workplace]. . . looking

at all the senior managers and everyone and I’m like “They all

look so fat. I’m depressed” and that’s what I thought, because what

if I become a senior manager? or a manager? So basically they sit

there and work all the time.

-Mina, female, 24, bachelor’s, auditing, never married,

SGD 3,000–4,000/month.

Those that did exercise recognized its benefits.

In general, I don’t feel stressed so easily, I think because I

manage it well through exercise, so because of such avenues where

I can release my stress, I feel like, no matter how pressurizing my

work is, I can manage.

– Ali, male, 25, bachelor’s, consulting and programming,

never married, SGD 4,000–5,000/month.

Even though Singapore has well-lit streets and facilities offering

around the clock opportunities for exercise, many participants said

they were too mentally exhausted to do much physical activity,

and some did not enjoy it. Instead, they spent their remaining

waking hours socializing, watching television, and being online.

The mothers in the study had an additional time barrier to

exercise because of their caring duties. They preferred to fit exercise

in during lunch breaks, as they prioritized childcare outside of

working hours. However, some mentioned playing with their

children as a form of exercise.

Discussion

This study focuses on how Singaporean work culture, in

particular long working hours, is perceived by young adults

(Figure 2). Their accounts demonstrate how their long working

hours influenced their diets and physical activity—neither of

which conform with health guidelines. Despite the existence of

the Employment Act (Singapore Government 1968) capping work

hours at 44 h per week, most of our white-collar participants were

not protected by the Act and many (20, 60.6%) worked more

than 44 h per week without additional remuneration. Full-time

Singaporean employees work for an average of 45.4 h per week

(54). Other studies have found that for many Singaporean workers

(57%), long working hours impact negatively on their work–life

balance (56). Participants in this study felt that they did not have

control over the duration of working hours, and they subjectively

experienced work-related stress and fatigue. They accepted that

these conditions due to a strong cultural norm that long work hours

were necessary for a successful career, particularly in white-collar

and middle management positions (19).

In this regard, these young Singaporean workers conform

with other young adults who are transitioning into a new phase

in life and are at risk of weight gain due to changes in their

lifestyle practices (20). In Australia, which has lower average work

hours than Singapore for full-time workers (37.9 hours) (57),

long work hours contribute to a lack of time for self-care and

healthmaintenance (11, 12, 58). Although Singapore’s long working

hours have become normalized, the mental health of working

Singaporeans is 13% lower than the general population, and one

in six working Singaporeans experienced relatively high levels of

stress in comparison to 1 in 10 non-working adults (59).

Singapore’s highly accessible food environment makes it

possible to eat every meal out with 77.3% of Singaporeans usually

having at least one meal outside of the home (60). Participants

also ate at least one meal a day outside of the home, especially

on weekdays. Commercially prepared food is often less healthy

than home-cooked meals due to added fats and sugars and may

contribute to weight gain (61, 62). With regards to physical activity,

the main reasons for participants’ lack of exercise concurred with

the findings of a sports participation survey which found that

inactivity among those aged 20 to 39 was due to a lack of time due

to work (61.0%), no interest in sports (47.0%), and a lack of time

due to caring for family (29.0%) (63).

Eating out, particularly with family and friends, sedentary

activities, and sleeping for longer were used by participants to

mitigate the stress and fatigue from long working hours. Indeed,

this study suggests that they are more concerned with managing

their emotional and mental wellbeing than their physical health.

They appeared to recognize that socializing over meals possibly

conferred mental health benefits. Self-care in the form of physical

relaxation and psychological detachment from stressors has been

shown to be beneficial and acts as a buffer for stress and time

pressure (64). However, their accounts suggest that they are at risk

of poorer social, mental, and physical health which may lead to the

development of burnout syndrome (65) and stress-related eating,

which further contributes to overweight and obesity (15–18).

Although this study is not focussed heavily on gendered

analysis, we identified some gender differences. Once female

participants had children they became time poor due to social

expectations to perform most childcare, housework, and the

emotional work needed to manage children’s schedules, domestic

chores, to run the household smoothly, and to maintain

relationships. These expectations and practices, in turn, restricted

their physical activities and other aspects of daily life. These
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patterns are reflected globally, where regardless of employment

status, women undertake more unpaid work at home than men

(66–68). With the percentage of Singaporean dual-income families

increasing from 47.1% in 2010 to 53.8% in 2015 (69), married

women with children are increasingly required to juggle work and

family commitments. Subsequently, gendered roles at home and

at work in addition to higher costs of living, long working hours,

and career paths are blamed for low birth rates in other urbanized

Asian countries such as Japan and Korea (70–72). There seem to be

varying levels of awareness in participants’ narratives for the need

for more gender-equal work and care arrangements for women.

From the structural emphasis on national economic

development (73) and the work and sociocultural environment,

young working adults feel pressure to prioritize their jobs and

work long hours. Our findings are consistent with surveys showing

that Singaporean young adults have concerns about the high

living costs, providing for their families, and other factors such

as employment, job security, and housing (74, 75). Young adults

yearn to earn a living that matches their personal and cultural

aspirations and rising living costs (76, 77). Thus, it is common

for parents aged 35 and 55 to face financial pressures related

to simultaneously supporting their growing children and aging

parents (78). Particularly household expenditure had increased

from SGD3809 in 2007/08 to SGD4906 in 2017/18 (79) and having

children was primarily related to increased expenditures of more

than SGD 1,000 per month (80). Working long hours confers

monetary benefits and helps keep up with inflation rates (81).

A survey of working Singaporeans showed that attaining higher

salaries is their top priority, followed by work–life balance, getting

along with colleagues, and interesting work in descending order

(82). These priorities were reflected in our participants’ generally

positive work satisfaction ratings. Similar to other findings (83–

85), participants planned to change jobs for better opportunities

and career paths rather than because they could not tolerate their

current job.

Strengths and limitations

The use of semi-structured qualitative interviews in this study

allowed us to understand how and why young adults respond

to the work culture in Singapore and what impacts they think

it has on their health practices. This study offers deeper and

more nuanced insights that generally align well with existing

surveys. As is common with qualitative studies, our findings are

not widely generalizable. The analysis offers a snapshot of a specific

group of people, who are at high risk of weight gain; that is,

they are highly motivated, aspirational, well-educated younger

white-collar workers mainly of Chinese ethnic background. We

expect our findings to be transferable to similar groups in other

modern Asian economies. Blue-collar workers have very different

work conditions, and an understanding of their work culture

on health-promoting practices would be valuable. Because this

was a PhD study, it was limited by a tight time frame and

budget. The study provides findings that could benefit from

further analysis. For example, there are some contradictions in

the participants’ accounts. While they expressed dissatisfaction

about the time constraints of work hours and work culture on

being healthy, they accepted the overall logic of Singaporean

conditions. In addition, time-use diaries and longitudinal cohort

studies of young people would strengthen our knowledge of

relationships between sociocultural factors, work, and urban

living on health behaviors in Asian settings. To date, time-use

surveys have not been widely collected in Singapore (86). While

participants were asked about their food choices, empirical data

on their actual food intake were not collected which limited

the ability of the study to gauge the nutritional quality of

participants’ diets. In the future, a deeper qualitative analysis of

gendered differences and norms could provide useful insights by

using a relatively new approach to employment, diet, and health

in Singapore.

Conclusion

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first Singapore-

based study investigating how work hours and work culture

influences the lives and health of working Singaporean young

adults. Participants’ narratives show that their long working

hours discourage them from health practices in line with existing

literature. However, long working hours are perceived as non-

negotiable as Singaporean sociocultural norms and institutions

support a culture of hard work, and by extension, long working

hours to keep up with local and global competition and maintain

economic development. Furthermore, Singapore’s high costs of

living present a significant obstacle for young adults looking

to establish themselves financially, provide for their families,

and plan for their future. These factors create conditions in

which young adults feel obliged to work long hours and

maintain a level of work performance to attain financial and job

security and stability. While these conditions support Singapore’s

impressive economic development, long working hours and

consequent reduction in health-promoting practices are likely

to continue to impose long-term population health implications

for Singapore.

Data availability statement

The datasets presented in this article are not readily available

because they contain information that could compromise research

participants’ privacy and consent but are available from the

corresponding author on reasonable request. Requests to access the

datasets should be directed to JL, Jodie.Leu@alumni.anu.edu.au.

Ethics statement

The studies involving human participants were reviewed

and approved by the Australian National University Human

Research Ethics Committee and the National University of

Singapore Institutional Review Board. The patients/participants

provided their written informed consent to participate in

this study.

Frontiers in PublicHealth 10 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581
mailto:Jodie.Leu@alumni.anu.edu.au
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org


Leu et al. 10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581

Author contributions

JL conceived and designed the study under the supervision

of CB, GS, MK, and SR. JL was involved in the recruitment,

data collection, data preparation, analysis, and wrote the original

draft. All authors reviewed and approved the final manuscript.

All authors discussed the interpretation and presentation of

analyzed data.

Funding

This study was supported by the Australian Government

Research Training Program Stipend Scholarship, the Australian

Government Research Training Scholarship, and the Australian

National University International Alliance of Research Universities

Travel Grant.

Acknowledgments

We would like to acknowledge the generous contributions

of our participants, without whom this study would not have

been possible.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted

in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships

that could be construed as a potential conflict

of interest.

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the

authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated

organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the

reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or

claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or

endorsed by the publisher.

Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found

online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2023.

1082581/full#supplementary-material

References

1. Health Promotion Board. National Nutrition Survey 2010. Singapore: Health
Promotion Board. (2010). p. 163.

2. Lau JH, Nair A, Abdin E, Kumarasan R, Wang P, Devi F, et al. Prevalence and
patterns of physical activity, sedentary behaviour, and their association with health-
related quality of life within a multi-ethnic Asian population. BMC Public Health.
(2021) 21:1939. doi: 10.1186/s12889-021-11902-6

3. Epidemiology & Disease Control Division, Ministry of Health, Republic of
Singapore. National Population Health Survey 2020 (Household Interview and Health
Examination). Singapore: Ministry of Health (2021).

4. Institute of Health Metrics and Evaluation. Singapore Washington: University
of Washington (2022). Available online at: https://www.healthdata.org/singapore
(accessed June 23, 2022).

5. Png ME, Yoong J, Phan TP, Wee HL. Current and future economic burden of
diabetes among working-age adults in Asia: conservative estimates for Singapore from
2010-2050. BMC Public Health. (2016) 16:153. doi: 10.1186/s12889-016-2827-1

6. Epidemiology & Disease Control Division, Ministry of Health, Republic of,
Singapore. National Population Health Survey (Household Interview and Health
Examination). Singapore: Ministry of Health (2021). p. 185.

7. Department of Statistics MoTI, Republic of Singapore. Yearbook of Statistics
Singapore 2018. Singapore: Statistics Do (2018).

8. Tarulevicz N. Eating Her Curries and Kway: A Cultural History of
Food in Singapore. United States of America: University of Illinois Press
(2013). doi: 10.5406/illinois/9780252038099.001.0001

9. Kisi. Cities for the Best Work-Life Balance 2019. New York; (2019).

10. Leng TL. Singapore Yearbook of Manpower Statistics, 2014. In: Ministry of
Manpower, Singapore: Ministry of Manpower (2014). p. 183.

11. Strazdins L, Welsh J, Korda R, Broom D, Paolucci F. Not all hours are equal:
could time be a social determinant of health? Sociol Health Illn. (2016) 38:21–
42. doi: 10.1111/1467-9566.12300

12. Strazdins L, Loughrey B. Too busy: why time is a health and environmental
problem. N SW Public Health Bull. (2007) 18:219. doi: 10.1071/NB07029

13. Dinh H, Strazdins L, Welsh J. Hour-glass ceilings: Work-hour
thresholds, gendered health inequities. Soc Sci Med. (2017) 176:42–
51. doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.01.024

14. Escoto KH, Laska MN, Larson N, Neumark-Sztainer D, Hannan PJ. Work hours
and perceived time barriers to healthful eating among young adults.Am JHealth Behav.
(2012) 36:786–96. doi: 10.5993/AJHB.36.6.6

15. Nevanpera NJ, Hopsu L, Kuosma E, Ukkola O, Uitti J, Laitinen JH. Occupational
burnout, eating behavior, and weight among working women. Am J Clin Nutr. (2012)
95:934–43. doi: 10.3945/ajcn.111.014191

16. Torres SJ, Nowson CA. Relationship between stress, eating behavior, and obesity.
Nutrition. (2007) 23:887–94. doi: 10.1016/j.nut.2007.08.008

17. Yau YHC, Potenza MN. Stress and eating behaviors. Minerva Endocrinol.
(2013) 38:255–67.

18. Huth C, Thorand B, Baumert J, Kruse J, Emeny RT, Schneider A, et al.
Job strain as a risk factor for the onset of type 2 diabetes mellitus: Findings
From the MONICA/KORA Augsburg Cohort Study. Psychosom Med. (2014) 76:562–
8. doi: 10.1097/PSY.0000000000000084

19. Lim W, A. culture of work-life ’imbalance’ in Singapore. New Zeal J Asian Stud.
(2010) 12:15.

20. Lanoye A, Brown KL, LaRose JG. The transition into young
adulthood: A critical period for weight control. Curr Diab Rep. (2017)
17:1–14. doi: 10.1007/s11892-017-0938-4

21. 2014 Weight Gain at Work [press release]. Singapore: CareerBuilder (2014).

22. Ho K. Two in five Singaporeans unhappy with their weight Singapore
(2019). Available online at: https://sg.yougov.com/en-sg/news/2019/06/12/two-five-
singaporeans-unhappy-their-weight/ (accessed March 12, 2022).

23. Lim RBT, Tham DKT, Müller-Riemenschneider F, Wong ML. Are university
students in Singapore meeting the international and national recommended daily
servings of fruits and vegetables? Asia Pacific J Public Health. (2017) 29:199–
210. doi: 10.1177/1010539517696553

24. Ministry of Health and Health Promotion Board S. National Population Health
Survey 2020 (Household Interview and Health Examination). Singapore: Ministry of
Health, Epidemiology & Disease Control Division and Policy RSG (2021).

25. Robbins SP, Judge TA. Organizational Culture. In: Yagan S, editor.
Organizational Behaviour. Boston, USA: Pearson 2013. p. 676.

26. Goodin RE, Rice JM, Bittman M, Saunders P. The Time-Pressure
Illusion: Discretionary Time vs. Free Time. Soc Indic Res. (2005)
73:43–70. doi: 10.1007/s11205-004-4642-9

27. Swinburn BA, Kraak VI, Allender S, Atkins VJ, Baker PI, Bogard JR, et al.
The global syndemic of obesity, undernutrition, and climate change: The Lancet
Commission report. Lancet. (2019) 393:791–846. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(19)30310-1

28. Knoblauch H. Focused Ethnography. Forum: Qualit Soc Res. (2005) 6:Art 44.

Frontiers in PublicHealth 11 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11902-6
https://www.healthdata.org/singapore
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-016-2827-1
https://doi.org/10.5406/illinois/9780252038099.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.12300
https://doi.org/10.1071/NB07029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2017.01.024
https://doi.org/10.5993/AJHB.36.6.6
https://doi.org/10.3945/ajcn.111.014191
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nut.2007.08.008
https://doi.org/10.1097/PSY.0000000000000084
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11892-017-0938-4
https://sg.yougov.com/en-sg/news/2019/06/12/two-five-singaporeans-unhappy-their-weight/
https://sg.yougov.com/en-sg/news/2019/06/12/two-five-singaporeans-unhappy-their-weight/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1010539517696553
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11205-004-4642-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(19)30310-1
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org


Leu et al. 10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581

29. Etikan I, Musa SA, Alkassim RS. Comparison of Convenience
Sampling and Purposive Sampling. Am J Theor Appl Stat. (2016)
5:1–4. doi: 10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11

30. Braun V, Clarke V. To saturate or not to saturate? Questioning data
saturation as a useful concept for thematic analysis and sample-size rationales.
Qualit Res Sport, Exer Health. (2021) 13:201–16. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2019.
1704846

31. Eckermann L. Foucault, embodiment and gendered subjectivities: The case of
voluntary self-starvation. In: Peterson A, Bunton R, editors. Foucault, Health and
Medicine. New York: Routledge (1997). p. 151–69.

32. Hubert A. Qualitative research in the anthropology of food: A comprehensive
qualitative/quantitative approach. In: Macbeth H, MacClancy J, editors Researching
Food Habits: Methods and Problems Anthropology of Food and Nutrition 5.
United States: Berghahn Books. (2004).

33. Mack N, Woodsong C, MacQueen KM, Guest G, Namey E. Qualitative
Research Methods: A Data Collector’s Field Guide. North Carolina: Family Health
International. (2011).

34. Bisogni CA, Sobal J, JastranM, Devine CM.Creating Food Choice Dialogues. New
York: Cornell University. (2003).

35. Jastran MM, Bisogni CA, Sobal J, Blake C, Devine CM. Eating routines.
Embedded, value based, modifiable, and reflective. Appetite. (2009) 52:127–
36. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2008.09.003

36. Bisogni CA, Falk LW, Madore E, Blake CE, Jastran M, Sobal J, et al.
Dimensions of everyday eating and drinking episodes. Appetite. (2007) 48:218–
31. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2006.09.004

37. Bisogni CA, Jastran M, Shen L, Devine CM, A. biographical study of food choice
capacity: Standards, circumstances, and food management skills. J Nutr Educ Behav.
(2005) 37:284–91. doi: 10.1016/S1499-4046(06)60158-9

38. Blake CE, Bisogni CA, Sobal J, Jastran M, Devine CM. How adults
construct evening meals. Scripts for food choice. Appetite. (2008) 51:654–
62. doi: 10.1016/j.appet.2008.05.062

39. Warr P, Cook J, Wall T. Scales for the measurement of some work
attitudes and aspects of psychological well-being. J Occup Psychol. (1979) 52:129–
48. doi: 10.1111/j.2044-8325.1979.tb00448.x

40. Hamermesh DS, Lee J. Stressed out on four continents: Time crunch or yuppie
kvetch? Rev Econ Stat. (2007) 89:374–83. doi: 10.1162/rest.89.2.374

41. Miilunpalo S, Vuori I, Oja P, Pasanen M, Urponen H. Self-rated
health status as a health measure: the predictive value of self-reported health
status on the use of physician services and on mortality in the working-age
population. J Clin Epidemiol. (1997) 50:517–28. doi: 10.1016/S0895-4356(97)
00045-0

42. World Health Organisation. Global Physical Activity Surveillance. Geneva:
World Health Organisation (2016). Available online at: http://www.who.int/chp/steps/
GPAQ/en/ (accessed November 20, 2015).

43. Corr L, Dixon J, Burgess J. Early childhood educationand care workers and
wellbeing in a continuous caring regime.New Zealand J Employ Relat. (2017) 42:46–62.

44. Carter N, Bryant-Lukosius D, DiCenso A, Blythe J, Neville AJ. The use
of triangulation in qualitative research. Oncol Nurs Forum. (2014) 41:545–
7. doi: 10.1188/14.ONF.545-547

45. Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol.
(2006) 3:77–101. doi: 10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

46. Pope C, Mays N. Qualitative Research in Health Care. 4th ed. Hoboken, USA:
Wiley-Blackwell (2020). p. 256. doi: 10.1002/9781119410867

47. WorldHealth Organisation. Social determinants of health. Geneva:WorldHealth
Organisation. (2019). Available online at: https://www.who.int/gender-equity-rights/
understanding/sdh-definition/en/ (accessed November 27, 2019).

48. Department of Statistics. Singapore Standard Occupational Classification 2015
(Version 2018). Singapore: Singapore Government (2018). p. 449.

49. World Health Organisation Regional Office for Europe. Body mass index -
BMI Denmark: World Health Organisation (2019). Available online at: http://www.
euro.who.int/en/health-topics/disease-prevention/nutrition/a-healthy-lifestyle/body-
mass-index-bmi (accessed November 12, 2019).

50. Tong A, Sainsbury P, Craig J. Consolidated criteria for reporting qualitative
research (COREQ): A 32-item checklist for interviews and focus groups. Int J Quality
Health Care. (2007) 19:349–57. doi: 10.1093/intqhc/mzm042

51. Employment Act (1968).

52. Ministry of Manpower. Hours of work, overtime and rest day: Ministry
of Manpower. (2021). Available online at: https://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-
practices/hours-of-work-overtime-and-rest-days (accessed August 6, 2021).

53. Maintenance of Parents Act, (1995).

54. Manpower Research and Statistics Department. Singapore Yearbook of
Manpower Statistics 2021 Singapore Department MRaS. (2021).

55. World Health Organisation. Physical Activity and Adults. (2018). Available
online at: http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/factsheet_adults/en/ (accessed
February 5, 2018).

56. Evans A. Press Release - Singapore’s work-life balance improving - increased
flexibilty is having a positive impact while overtime is highly productive. Singapore:
Morgan McKinley (2016). Available online at: https://www.morganmckinley.com.sg/
article/press-release-singapore-s-work-life-balance-improving-increased-flexibility-
having-positive (accessed March 15, 2018).

57. Labour Force, Australia. (2022). Available online at: https://www.abs.gov.au/
statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/jan-2022#
data-downloads (accessed 20 February 20, 2022).

58. Dixon J, Carey G, Strazdins L, Banwell C, Woodman D, Burgess J, et al.
Contemporary contestations over working time: time for health to weigh in. BMC
Public Health. (2014) 14:1068. doi: 10.1186/1471-2458-14-1068

59. Health Promotion Board.Health promotion board launches integrated workplace
mental health solution and centre of excellence for healthy mind to improve mental well-
being of working Singaporeans. Singapore: Health Promotion Board. (2018). Available
online at: https://www.hpb.gov.sg/article/health-promotion-board-launches-
integrated-workplace-mental-health-solution-and-centre-of-excellence-for-healthy-
mind-to-improve-mental-well-being-of-working-singaporeans (accessed November
14, 2018).

60. Naidoo N, van Dam RM, Ng S, Tan CS, Chen S, Lim JY, et al.
Determinants of eating at local and western fast-food venues in an urban Asian
population: A mixed methods approach. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Activity. (2017)
14:69. doi: 10.1186/s12966-017-0515-x

61. Mills S, Brown H, Wrieden W, White M, Adams J. Frequency of eating
home cooked meals and potential benefits for diet and health: Cross-sectional
analysis of a population-based cohort study. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Activity. (2017)
14:109. doi: 10.1186/s12966-017-0567-y

62. Polak R, Tirosh A, Livingston B, Pober D, Eubanks JE Jr, Silver JK, et al.
Preventing Type 2 Diabetes with home cooking: Current evidence and future potential.
Curr Diab Rep. (2018) 18:99. doi: 10.1007/s11892-018-1061-x

63. Market Insights & Consumer Analytics SS. Sport Index Participation Trends
2015. Singapore: Sport Singapore (2016).

64. Dugan AG, Barnes-Farrell JL. Time for Self-Care: Downtime Recovery as a
Buffer of Work and Home/Family Time Pressures. J Occup Environ Med. (2017)
59:e46–56. doi: 10.1097/JOM.0000000000000975

65. Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research. Job burnout: How to spot
it and take action Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research (MFMER).
(2019). Available online at: https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/adult-health/
in-depth/burnout/art-20046642 (accessed May 14, 2019).

66. Horne RM, Johnson MD, Galambos NL, Krahn HJ. Time, money, or gender?
Predictors of the division of household labour across life stages. Sex Roles. (2018)
78:731–43. doi: 10.1007/s11199-017-0832-1

67. Strazdins L, Broom DH. Acts of love (and work): Gender imbalance in
emotional work and women’s psychological distress. J Fam Issues. (2004) 25:356–
78. doi: 10.1177/0192513X03257413

68. UN Women. Turning Promises into Action: Gender Equality in the 2030 Agenda
for Sustainable Development. United States. (2018).

69. Department of Statistics. General Household Survey 2015. Singapore:
Department of Statistics, Ministry of Trade & Industry, Republic of Singapore (2015).

70. Poon L. South Korea is trying to boost its birth rate. It’s not working. Boston:
The Atlantic Monthly Group (2018). Available online at: https://www.citylab.com/life/
2018/08/south-korea-needs-more-babies/565169/ (accessed March 8, 2019).

71. Nakatsuka I. Facts and Measures for Work-Life Balance in Japan. Japan:
Government of Japan. (2011).

72. Chung C-S. Women’s labor force participation through work/life balance. Japan
Spotlight. (2010).

73. Prime Minister’s Office S. National Day Rally 2015 English Speech. (2015).

74. Liang CZ. High living cost, job security a worry for Singaporeans: Reach.
Singapore: Singapore Press Holdings Ltd Co; (2017). Available online at: http://www.
straitstimes.com/singapore/high-living-cost-job-security-a-worry-for-singaporeans-
reach (accessed February 14, 2017).

75. National Youth Council. Youth.sg: The State of Youth in Singapore 2021: Youth
& Their Diverse Priorities. Singapore: National Youth Council (2021).

76. National Youth Council. Youth.sg: The State of Youth in Singapore 2014.
Singapore: National Youth Council; (2015). p. 72.

77. National Youth Council. Youth.sg: The State of Youth in Singapore 2017.
Singapore: National Youth Council (2017).

78. Eight in 10 young Singaporeans believe they will be the next Sandwich Generation.
Singapore: NTUC Income. (2019).

79. Department of Statistics. Report on the Household Expenditure Survey, 2017/18.
Singapore, Department of Statistics MoTI, Republic of Singapore. (2019).

Frontiers in PublicHealth 12 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581
https://doi.org/10.11648/j.ajtas.20160501.11
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2008.09.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2006.09.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/S1499-4046(06)60158-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appet.2008.05.062
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8325.1979.tb00448.x
https://doi.org/10.1162/rest.89.2.374
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0895-4356(97)00045-0
http://www.who.int/chp/steps/GPAQ/en/
http://www.who.int/chp/steps/GPAQ/en/
https://doi.org/10.1188/14.ONF.545-547
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119410867
https://www.who.int/gender-equity-rights/understanding/sdh-definition/en/
https://www.who.int/gender-equity-rights/understanding/sdh-definition/en/
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/disease-prevention/nutrition/a-healthy-lifestyle/body-mass-index-bmi
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/disease-prevention/nutrition/a-healthy-lifestyle/body-mass-index-bmi
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/disease-prevention/nutrition/a-healthy-lifestyle/body-mass-index-bmi
https://doi.org/10.1093/intqhc/mzm042
https://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/hours-of-work-overtime-and-rest-days
https://www.mom.gov.sg/employment-practices/hours-of-work-overtime-and-rest-days
http://www.who.int/dietphysicalactivity/factsheet_adults/en/
https://www.morganmckinley.com.sg/article/press-release-singapore-s-work-life-balance-improving-increased-flexibility-having-positive
https://www.morganmckinley.com.sg/article/press-release-singapore-s-work-life-balance-improving-increased-flexibility-having-positive
https://www.morganmckinley.com.sg/article/press-release-singapore-s-work-life-balance-improving-increased-flexibility-having-positive
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/jan-2022#data-downloads
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/jan-2022#data-downloads
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/jan-2022#data-downloads
https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-14-1068
https://www.hpb.gov.sg/article/health-promotion-board-launches-integrated-workplace-mental-health-solution-and-centre-of-excellence-for-healthy-mind-to-improve-mental-well-being-of-working-singaporeans
https://www.hpb.gov.sg/article/health-promotion-board-launches-integrated-workplace-mental-health-solution-and-centre-of-excellence-for-healthy-mind-to-improve-mental-well-being-of-working-singaporeans
https://www.hpb.gov.sg/article/health-promotion-board-launches-integrated-workplace-mental-health-solution-and-centre-of-excellence-for-healthy-mind-to-improve-mental-well-being-of-working-singaporeans
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-017-0515-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-017-0567-y
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11892-018-1061-x
https://doi.org/10.1097/JOM.0000000000000975
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/adult-health/in-depth/burnout/art-20046642
https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/adult-health/in-depth/burnout/art-20046642
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-017-0832-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/0192513X03257413
https://www.citylab.com/life/2018/08/south-korea-needs-more-babies/565169/
https://www.citylab.com/life/2018/08/south-korea-needs-more-babies/565169/
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/high-living-cost-job-security-a-worry-for-singaporeans-reach
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/high-living-cost-job-security-a-worry-for-singaporeans-reach
http://www.straitstimes.com/singapore/high-living-cost-job-security-a-worry-for-singaporeans-reach
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org


Leu et al. 10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581

80. Foo WT, Hong R. Households’ Spending by Age Group. Singapore: Singapore
Department of Statistics, Statistics SDo. (2016).

81. Ferle CL, Chan K. Determinants for materialism among adolescents
in Singapore. Young Consumers. (2008) 9:13. doi: 10.1108/17473610810
901633

82. CareerBuilder. JobsCentral Work Happiness Survey Report 2017. Singapore:
CareerBuilder Singapore (2017).

83. Manpower Research and Statistics Department. Labour Market Report 2017.
Singapore. (2018).

84. Deloitte. The Deloitte Millenial Survey 2018. Deloitte Global; (2018).

85. Nielson. Global Generational Lifestyles. (2015).

86. International Labour Organisation, United Nations Development Programme.
Time-Use Surveys and Statistics in Asia and the Pacific: A Review of Challenges and
Future Directions. (2018). p. 102.

Frontiers in PublicHealth 13 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpubh.2023.1082581
https://doi.org/10.1108/17473610810901633
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/public-health
https://www.frontiersin.org

	Hard work, long hours, and Singaporean young adults' health—A qualitative study
	Introduction
	Methods
	Study design
	Recruitment
	Data collection

	Analysis

	Results
	Weekend is the only time to like... just collapse: working hours and time use
	Nobody in my office actually leaves at 5 o'clock: social norms and long work hours
	I'll just eat it [breakfast] on the desk: the influence of work on eating practices
	I would love to exercise every day, but I can't do it: the influence of work on physical activities

	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations

	Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Acknowledgments
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	Supplementary material
	References


