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Abstract:  

The main question of this paper is the importance of life-balance for university graduates and 

how they are able to realize their expectations in different working situations. The main 

challenges for employees are changing working conditions and the requirement of being 

flexible and mobile, just in a time period where family time should be available, if there 

is/was not a decision against family/children before. The statistical data show that this effect 

is noticeable, especially for more highly educated women. 

The progressive dissolution of the separation between work and life very often results in a 

requirement of individual problem solving ï employers expect best working results at all 

times. 

Further questions are: Is this only a female problem? What are the differences between large 

and small enterprises, different sectors, global or local players? Are self-employed graduates 

in a better position to balance their life?  

 

The purpose of the presentation is to show the different expectations of graduates regarding 

work-life-balance on the one hand and the differences in realizing them in diverse working 

situations, comparing two countries: Austria and Italy. The main methodological basis is 

factor analysis. 
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Life in Balance ï Reality for Higher Education Graduates? 
 

The main question of this report revolves around the importance of  life-balance for university 

graduates and how they are able to realize their expectations in different working situations. 

 

This report will first provide a short outline of the problem and afterwards focus on specific 

questions relating to the data, especially the Austrian results of the REFLEX-Project
1
.  

Is life-balance mainly a female problem? 

What are the differences between large and small enterprises, different sectors, global or local 

players? 

Are self-employed graduates in a better position to balance their life? 

 

1 Background: Flexibility for Life Balance? 

 

The main challenges for employees lie in the changing working conditions and the 

requirement to be flexible and mobile, just in a time period where family time should be 

available, if there is/has not been a decision against family/children before. The title of the 

EU-Project: The Flexible Professsional in the Knowledge Society already suggests that 

individual solutions have to be found to match all the different expectations. 

 

Flexible Professional ï flexibil ity in working life means more time-flexibility and areal 

mobility for the employee. The important question is, to which extent is the employee free to 

decide about time and areal availability, how large is the freedom of action: May she/he 

decide about working time and working place, or has he/she to be flexibly available at the 

demand of the employer? An additional aspect of modern working life is its discontinuity 

over the working-biography. Numerous changes within and between fields of activity and/or 

organizations during an adult life are normal.
2
  

This development causes changes not only in the working life, but also in the every day life, 

in social relations, families and health of the individual. The dislimitation of work affects the 

time available for personal recreation as well as for every day life duties, family care and 

social contacts
3
. If there is no fixed end of work, no common weekend, where friends can 

meet, weekly changing spare-time for each person, meetings and duties need complicated 

organization, which is often ï after a hard day ï not achievable. In the long run individuals 

tend to become unilaterally work-orientated, often lonesome and without the ability to recover 

from the work burden. This more and more often ends in burnout, physical and mental 

diseases.  

This is why it seems very important to have a look at the values and orientations of graduates 

for work and the extent to which they can realize them. Modern working life focuses too 

much on the career orientated, always available and powerful person, not taking into account, 

that nobody is able to perform without having the time and ability to recreate and develop 

personal abilities not only in, but also outside of paid work.  To be able to recognize personal 

requirements for a healthy, contented life, which makes sense for her/him is very important 

for the individual, but also for society and the effectiveness of its economy. 

                                                 
1
  REFLEX=The Flexible Professional in the Knowledge Society ï New Demands on Higher Education in 

Europe. Survey conductet in 11 European countries and Japan  in Spring 2005. Target Group: Graduates five 

years after graduation (1999/2000). Coordinator: ROA, Maastricht. Financier: EU. For further information: 

www.uni-klu.ac.at/reflex 
2
 There is a broad discussion regarding the different sociological aspects of flexibility, which cannot be presented 

here, cf. Vobruba, Georg 2006 
3
 Cf. Jurczyk, Karin, 2002  

http://www.uni-klu.ac.at/reflex
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2 Orientations and real working situations of graduates in Austria and Italy  

 

2.1 Values for work and their realization in the working situation 

 

In general university graduates have high expectations regarding their jobs, which are not all 

reached in the first years in work. Just to give an overview regarding the position of Austrian 

graduates, a comparison of  their orientations and realization in the current working situation 

with Italian and Finish graduates (only ISCED 5a with at least 4 years diplom-studies) may be 

presented: 

Graph 1a 

 
 

Graph 1b 
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Without going too much into detail, some differences between countries seem worth 

mentioning: While Austrians emphasize work autonomy and new challenges as highly 

important, much more than high earnings, career prospects and job security, Italian graduates 

stress these last mentioned aspects noticeably more. One reason for this might be the real job 

situation in the different countries.  

Looking at gender differences, women still focus more on a good chance to combine work 

with family tasks, while especially for Austrian men this aspect is less important. 

 

The realization in current work in general is below the ideal conception. Austrian and Finnish 

graduates have much lower career prospects. Leisure time and the chance to combine work 

with family tasks are realized considerably less than wished. The gender difference is 

remarkable: Women realized the family orientation more (except in Finland) ï but this might 

be an effect of working parttime. 

 

All further questions are based on data from Austrian and Italian graduates (REFLEX-

Project). 
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2.2 Work -orientations and realization  

 

Based on a factor analysis (varimax-rotation) as well the importance as the realization of work 

orientation show three key aspects (which are confirmed as scales by Cronbachôs Alpha): 

 

Table 1: 
Austria  

Importance (54% explained) Realization (57% explained) 

 

Career orientation 

Á High earnings (.823) 

Á Good career prospects (.741) 

Á Social status (.660) 

 

Career orientation 

× High earnings (.761) 

× Good career prospects (.734) 

× Social status (.611) 

 

 

Challenging work 

Á New challenges (.802) 

Á Opportunity to learn new things (.772) 

Á Work autonomy (.574) 

 

Challenging work 

× New challenges (.759) 

× Opportunity to learn new things (.745) 

× Work autonomy (.629) 

 

L ife orientation 

Á Good chance to combine work with family 

tasks (.703) 

Á Enough time for leisure activities (.688) 

 

 

Life orientation 

× Good chance to combine work with family 

tasks (.838) 

× Enough time for leisure activities (.833) 

 

Italy  

Importance (50% expl.) Realization (58% expl.) 

 

Career orientation 

Á High earnings (.774) 

Á Good career prospects (.714) 

Á Social status (.608) 

 

 

Job security 

× Job security (.815) 

× High earnings (.674) 

 

 

Challenging work 

Á Opportunity to learn new things (.729) 

Á New challenges (.653) 

Á Chance of doing something useful for society 

(.559) 

 

 

Challenging work 

× New challenges (.762) 

× Opportunity to learn new things (.741) 

× Social status (.611) 

 

Life orientation 

Á Good chance to combine work with family 

tasks (.759) 

Á Enough time for leisure activities (.718) 

Á Job security (.555) 

 

 

Life orientation 

× Good chance to combine work with family 

tasks (.876) 

× Enough time for leisure activities (.871) 

 

 

While for Austrian graduates the three factors for important aspects of work are the same as 

those applying to the current working situation, in Italy the result is different. It may be, that 

higher unemployment rates result in a higher accentuation of ójob securityô rather than ócareer 

orientationô.  For Austria the result shows three very clear positions, regarding importance as 

well as realization in work: Having a ócareer orientationô, preferring mainly to perform 

óchallenging workô or having a more integrated ólife orientationô. That, obviously, does not 

mean that graduates have either the one or the other orientation ï of course all three main 

aspects are relevant, but not focused in the same way. On the one hand the more conservative 
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role orientation towards more family-orientation is to be found for females, but at the same 

time they also want a challenging job and fair payment. On the other hand it becomes very 

evident, that there are differences in what graduates expect from work and from life beyond 

the job ï so the question of balance in life is individually different. The chance for ólife 

balanceô is a question of possiblities and infrastructure, but at the same time of individual 

preferences and expectations of personal development.
4
 

 

2.3 Background of different types of orientation 

 

One could assume that graduates from different study fields differ in their work-orientation, 

because opting for a specific study field already represents a selection, based on former 

sozialisation.  

 

Looking at main study fields it becomes obvious, that ï besides the already mentioned high 

voting of all for challenging work with opportunities to learn new things ï  graduates from 

Education see time for family and leisure as an important value ï similar only to female 

graduates from Health.  

The ócareer orientationô, in comparison, is the most important for male graduates from 

Engineering/Manufacturing and from Social Sciences, Business and Law. The highest 

preference for óchallenging workô was expressed by female graduates from Humanities and 

from Social Sciences, Business and Law. 

 

Graph 2a 

 
The presented means are based on two value-scales: 

Important: realized: 

High earnings+good career prospects       (a= .686) (a=.618) 

New challenges+opportunity to learn new things      (a=.650) (a=.788) 

Good chance to combine work with family tasks+enough time for leisure activities  (a=.469)  (a=.719) 

 

                                                 
4
 Compare to the Work-Life Balance discussion: Arthur, Lore 2004 
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While Education graduates realized the family-orientation in their working life, Health 

graduates were much less ósuccessfulô in this regard. The effect on the other two working 

dimensions is a renouncement of high earnings and ï for men, but not for women ï also of 

challenging work. While female graduates from Humanities could not realize the desire for 

challenging work to the same extent, contrary to them, female graduates from Engineering 

experience very challenging working situations. 

 

Graph 2b 

 
The presented means are based on two value-scales: 

Important: realized: 

High earnings+good career prospects       (a= .501)  (a=.599) 

New challenges+opportunity to learn new things     (a=.423)  (a=.598) 

Good chance to combine work with family tasks+enough time for leisure activities (a=.514)  (a=.682) 

 

In a country comparison (cf. Graph 2a and 2b), Italian and Austrian graduates from 

Humanities show very similar orientations regarding time for leisure and family work. Male 

graduates from Business and Law, as well as from Engineering in both countries focus on 

high earnings, which they can realize better than their female colleagues and graduates from 

Humanities. 

In Italy graduates from technical subjects expected new challenges in their work slightly less 

than Austrians, and the real job situation for men and women seems not to provide such an 

amount of opportunity to learn new things and face new challenges as it does in Austria. 

 

Looking at gender differences, the importance of  income and career, noticable for male 

graduates a bit more than for females, could not be realized to the same extent, especially not 

by women.  Regarding high earnings and career the gender differences in Italy are lower than 

in Austria, looking at the importance as well as realization. While female graduates in Austria 

want to have a challenging job, also allowing them to combine work and family duties ï 

which means an effort to reach both ï Italian male graduates wish more time for leisure and 

family duties to the same extent as their female colleagues, but the level of realization seems 

to be unsatisfying in both countries.  


