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Abstract
University students in paid employment have less time for studying, report more stress, 
and participate in fewer extracurricular activities than non-employed students. These nega-
tive outcomes that result from combining work and study can cause employed students 
to experience the domains of work, study, and social life as practically incompatible, but 
also to experience a sense of identity incompatibility. Therefore, we used insights from 
previous quantitative and qualitative data on employed students and previous work on 
identity incompatibility to generate two research questions (RQs): RQ1. What type(s) of 
incompatibility (practical, identity or other) do employed students experience? and RQ2. 
What strategies have they adopted to reduce the experienced incompatibility? In order to 
answer these questions, we performed a thematic analysis with a deductive approach on 
transcripts from 21 UK university students who we interviewed. The students reported two 
types of incompatibilities: practical incompatibility, which stems from the lack of time, 
lack of energy, and lack of social contact associated with combining work and study; and 
identity incompatibility, which emanates from status differences and differences between 
one’s own and others’ perception of oneself. In order to reduce or resolve these incompat-
ibilities, the students also developed practical (e.g. taking paid leave) and cognitive (e.g. 
compartmentalising contexts) strategies. Finally, the students also noted how the experi-
ence of practical incompatibility can reaffirm their values of hard work and productivity 
and make them resilient learners.

Keywords Incompatibility · Working students · Higher education · UK · Social Identity

Research conducted in the last three decades has revealed gradual increments in the number 
of university students in the UK who engage in part-time employment during their studies 
(Curtis & Shani, 2002; Endsleigh, 2015; Eurostat, 2016; Lucas, 1997; Sorensen & Winn, 
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1993). Recently, a large representative survey noted that over 54% of students in higher 
education in the UK are combining working and studying (Quintini, 2015). This number 
partly reflects the financial costs of going to university in the UK. On average, UK stu-
dents spend £810 per month (or £9,720 per year; National Student Money Survey, 2021) 
on maintenance costs (including rent, food and transport), although this amount varies with 
the location of their university. To help with these costs and encourage individuals to attend 
higher educational institutions, the UK government subsidises students through repayable 
maintenance loans, the amount of which is based on their family’s annual income: students 
from families in the lowest-income bracket receive £9,2501 per year while students from 
families in the highest-income bracket receive £4,422 per year (“Living costs for full-time 
students”, 2022). While students perceive the loans as helpful, they also consider them to be 
insufficient to enable them to live comfortably at university (Moreau & Leathwood, 2006). 
Additionally, students who worry about their current financial situation and future debt are 
more likely to show negative mental and physical health outcomes (Jessop et al., 2005). It 
comes as no surprise, then, that the number of students in the UK who work during their 
studies in order to supplement their monthly income is increasing.

In comparison to non-employed students, students who combine working and study-
ing experience both positive and negative outcomes. These benefits and detriments of 
employment act in concert with each other and, respectively, either help or hinder important 
academic and health outcomes for employed students. Indeed, the presence of beneficial 
on-the-job factors such as perceived job control (the degree to which one has control over 
how one does one’s own work tasks), congruence between one’s job and one’s studies, and 
the presence of social support have been associated with increases in university study satis-
faction and academic performance (Butler, 2007; Cinamon, 2016), life satisfaction and aca-
demic planning (Cinamon, 2016), engagement and well-being (Creed et al., 2015; Derous 
& Ryan, 2008), and mental health (Park & Sprung, 2013). Employed students have noted 
other long-term positives such as improved interpersonal skills, better time management, a 
boost in confidence and an increased social circle (Curtis, 2007). Upon graduation, students 
who were employed during their studies are also considered highly employable (Evans et 
al., 2015; Geel & Backes-Gellner, 2012), often more so than students who have never been 
employed. Thus, commencing employment can have positive consequences for students’ 
academic, social and health outcomes, as well as serve students favourably in the job market 
upon graduation. In addition to short-term financial relief, being employed can be of benefit 
to how students perceive themselves and thus contribute to personal growth.

Nonetheless, employed students also experience adverse outcomes that act to the detri-
ment of their immediate university experience. On the job factors, such as working longer 
hours and having more demands are associated with lower academic performance (Butler, 
2007) and increases in depression (Cinamon, 2016). Working can also impact social and 
academic integration at university; compared to unemployed students, employed students 
spend less time on campus (Rubin & Wright, 2015), participate in fewer extracurricular 
activities organized by the university (Kuh et al., 2007), report skipping lectures and classes 
more often (Curtis, 2007; Savoca, 2016), and are more likely to submit compulsory course-
work late (Robotham, 2009). Combining working and studying can also impact the way 
students learn – employed students report increases in extrinsic motivation over time (Huie 

1  Note that these figures represent the amount of loan that students get if they live away from their parents 
and outside of London. The figures are correct as of November 2021.
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et al., 2014) and an increased usage of surface approaches to learning (Tuononen et al., 
2016). Altogether, combining working and studying can have, under certain circumstances, 
both beneficial and disadvantageous outcomes for employed students.

Nonetheless, in the present research we move beyond depicting the consequences of 
combining working and studying for employed students to focus on how employed students 
experience these consequences. To do this, we adopt a student-centric approach (Cameron, 
1999) in which we explore this matter from the perspective of the students, through their 
own voice and as it stems from their own experience.

Previous research into employed students’ experiences (Broadbridge & Swanson, 2006; 
Watts & Pickering, 2000) has suggested that they feel that they are straddling two often com-
peting identities – that of a student and that of a worker. For example, students in Smith & 
Taylor (1999) noted that they either have to work unsociable hours or else risk their employ-
ment timetable clashing with their scheduled university lectures or seminars. Furthermore, 
students in Watts and Pickering’s study (2000) suggested that university staff were intoler-
ant of students undertaking part-time employment and that employers wanted students to 
work overtime in spite of their academic commitments. Thus, the practical demands of 
these two identities are often conflicting, which can cause negative outcomes, as described 
above. This suggests that employed students largely experience work and university as two 
competing and potentially incompatible life domains. In the present research, we broadly 
define incompatibility as the long-term presence of competing demands on any individual 
from two or more important domains of life. We deem incompatibility as distinct from 
an instance of conflict because conflict refers to an often transitory instance of competing 
demands, whereas we consider incompatibility as a chronic and long-term lack of compat-
ibility between two domains of life.

We posit that students’ experience of the (in)compatibility of these three domains – work, 
study, and social life – is an important consequence of the competing demands of these 
three life domains described above and is associated with important academic, social and 
health outcomes for university students. In the next section, we will outline previous work 
on practical and identity incompatibility, both of which can lead to deleterious academic and 
social outcomes for employed students. In the subsequent section, we will discuss some of 
the strategies employed students may use to reduce or resolve practical and identity-based 
incompatibilities and thus facilitate their own adaptation into university life.

Types of incompatibilies between work and study

One obvious practical consequence of working while studying is the strain that work puts on 
the student’s studying time (Broadbridge & Swanson, 2006; Silver & Silver, 1997; Winn & 
Stevenson, 1997). Indeed, the time trade-off hypothesis (Safron et al., 2001) postulates that 
work takes away from the time students have to complete their university work and results 
in lower academic achievement (Clemmensen & Harder, 2015; McGregor, 2015). Previous 
research in UK higher education has indeed found differences between employed and non-
employed students in terms of academic achievement, which favours non-employed stu-
dents (Callender, 2008; Curtis & Shani, 2002; Metcalf, 2003; NUS, 1999). Working while 
studying has also been previously associated with inadequate sleeping patterns and lack of 
energy (Teixeira et al., 2012), and increases in tiredness (Savoca, 2016), tardiness (Robo-
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tham, 2009), and stress (Bradley, 2006; Holmes, 2008). Thus, working and studying may be 
experienced by students as incompatible with each other in a practical sense because one 
simply takes time and energy away from the other.

In addition to practical incompatibilities, there are also identity incompatibilities that 
can influence how students incorporate work and studying into their lives. In the present 
research, we use the concept of social identity that stems from the Social Identity Approach 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner et al., 1987). Social identification occurs when an individual 
belongs to a meaningful group and the resulting identity becomes a part of the overarching 
self-concept. In the present research, individuals who self-categorise themselves as belong-
ing to the category of worker and the category of student will hold social identities that 
reflect these category memberships, their values, and their norms (Ashforth et al., 2000; 
Haslam & Ellemers, 2005; Obst & White, 2007). However, if these two social identities 
are perceived by students as being incompatible with one another - in terms of the norms or 
values of the two identities - then the student may experience identity incompatibility (De 
Vreeze et al., 2018).

Related previous research has shown that students from lower socio-economic back-
grounds in higher education in the UK and Belgium experience identity incompatibility 
between their identities tied to their lower socio-economic background and the identity of a 
university student (Iyer et al., 2009; Jetten et al., 2008; Veldman et al., 2019). To illustrate 
this, previous research has suggested that some university students come from communi-
ties where young people do not traditionally go to university, and/or going to university is 
frowned upon (Aries & Sadler, 2005; Bufton 2003; Reay et al., 2010). Participants in these 
studies experienced conflict between their social backgrounds and their new identity as 
a university student, driven by the clash in normative behaviours expected by their fam-
ily and friends and those that are normative for university students. An increased sense of 
incompatibility was associated with poorer academic performance (Veldman et al., 2019), 
less integration, and poorer wellbeing at university (Iyer et al., 2009), and with intentions to 
apply to lower ranked UK universities (even while accounting for their grades; Nieuwen-
huis et al., 2019).

Although these findings show that incompatibility between one’s identity tied to one’s 
social class background and the identity of being a university student is associated with 
poorer academic outcomes, no research has investigated whether employed students experi-
ence the identities of being employed and being a student as incompatible. Nevertheless, 
scholars have found that employed students limit their participation in social activities in 
order to save time for studying, and mentioned that paid work limits their involvement in 
social activities with non-employed students and causes them to feel isolated from their 
peers (Cheng & Alcantara, 2007; Humphrey 2001; Moreau & Leathwood, 2006; Outer-
bridge, 2016). Therefore, we posit that students will experience their student and worker 
identities as incompatible because students perceive being employed while studying as non-
normative with what students at large do. If this is indeed the case, then it is possible that 
any practical incompatibilities associated with lack of time and energy experienced by the 
students can also result in increases in identity incompatibility. As such, the current work 
will explore whether employed students’ experience their identities as students and workers 
as incompatible and any subsequent implications of identity incompatibility.
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Strategies to resolve experienced incompatibilities

It may be, then, that employed students experience a sense of practical incompatibility 
between being employed and studying, and/or a sense of identity incompatibility because of 
contrasting norms and values of their two social identities. If employed students do expe-
rience any of these types of incompatibilities, do they adopt any strategies to reduce or 
remove the incompatibility?

Research suggests that employed students seek employment and change their jobs in 
pursuit of advantageous work-related practical factors - such as work flexibility (Tannock 
& Fields, 2003), preferred duration of work (Robotham, 2012) and rate of pay (Lucas & 
Lammont, 1998). Achieving such benefits from employment constitutes an active strategy 
to reduce or exasperate experiencing practical incompatibility. Similarly, students seek jobs 
that will allow them some amount of control on the job (Outerbridge, 2016), to be able to 
relate their job to their studies (Curtis, 2007) and to receive social support at the workplace 
from colleagues (Koeske & Koeske, 1989). These important factors facilitate the combina-
tion of working and studying (Butler, 2007) and their pursuit allows students to reduce 
the experienced incompatibility between the domains of work and study. Yet, there may 
be more cognitive strategies that students adopt, which are specifically aimed at reducing 
identity incompatibility.

One way that students may cognitively reduce incompatibilities is by compartmental-
ising their worker and student identities so that they do not come into conflict with each 
other (Amiot et al., 2015). One theoretical framework that investigates the integration of 
two potentially incompatible identities is the bicultural identity integration model (Cheng 
et al., 2014). The model suggests that one way that bicultural individuals can cope with 
holding two often-incompatible cultural identities is to switch their identity and subsequent 
behaviour depending on the cultural context. Even though the model was not devised with 
employed students in mind, it has been applied to social class identities within higher edu-
cation (Herrmann & Varnum, 2018), and we suggest that it might also apply to employed 
students who may be willing to only activate their student or worker identity when they 
are in the appropriate context. As practical and identity incompatibilities stem from lack of 
resources and/or tension between being a worker and being a student, the ability to set cog-
nitive boundaries based on contextual cues between the two identities can help employed 
students. This, in turn, helps them to enact the behaviour that is relevant and complementary 
to the contextual cues and reduce the incompatibility that they experience. This cultural 
frame switching or compartmentalisation (Amiot et al., 2015) is one cognitive strategy that 
employed students may use to cope with conflicting or incompatible identities. Yet, we do 
not know whether employed students adopt this strategy, or whether this is the only cogni-
tive strategy that employed students use to reduce or resolve incompatibilities. Therefore, 
for the second aim of this paper, we explore whether students adopt strategies to help them 
cope with potential incompatibilities between being a worker and a student, and, if so, what 
they are.

1 3



Tertiary Education and Management

The present study

The present study explores whether employed students experience different types of incom-
patibilities between their work, their studies and their social life, and any strategies that they 
use to reduce or resolve such incompatibilities. To do this, we interviewed 21 employed 
students and then conducted a thematic analysis with a deductive approach.

Method

Participants

Twenty-one (20 currently employed, 1 previously employed) students from a university in 
the South of England (6 men and 15 women, aged 18–25 years; 20 undergraduates and 1 
postgraduate) were interviewed by the first author. Sixteen of the participants were Psychol-
ogy students, two studied Neuroscience, two studied Physics and one participant studied 
International Relations. All participants bar one were unacquainted with the interviewer.

Procedure

Data collection for this project took place between December 2018 and March 2019. 
We recruited participants through flyers situated at different places across the University. 
The university itself is a research-intensive university, which places increased academic 
demands on undergraduate students (Boliver, 2015). However, recent statistics indicate that 
around 40% of undergraduate students are employed as they are studying at the university 
(Grozev & Easterbrook (2018)). Additionally, the University is situated in an area of the 
South of England with above average living costs for students in comparison to other areas 
in the UK. Thus, we chose to interview students only from this institution as it represents a 
challenging and dynamic context where students are increasingly combining working and 
studying due to increasing living costs but also have high academic demands placed on them 
by the University. At the same time, the higher costs of maintenance associated with living 
at the particular location might have inflated the degree of economic necessity our students 
have reported, which in turn could have affected the degree of incompatibility between 
the domains of work, study and social life that they have felt. Accordingly, the research 
reported here represents a case study of one university with particular characteristics and 
circumstances.

The semi-structured interviews took place in experimental cubicles. At the beginning 
of the interview, we gave the participants an information sheet stating that the aim of the 
study was to discuss their experiences as employed students with the goal of improving the 
employed students’ overall university experience. We then presented the participants with 
a consent form outlining their right to withdraw their data at any stage before the publica-
tion of results and assured them of the anonymity of their data (protected by a participant 
number). The interviews then took place (M = 42.45 min, SD = 9.07 min). The interview 
schedule (Appendix A) consisted of six clusters of topics: Demographic questions, pre-
university employment, current employment, working and studying, working and social 
life, and studying and social life. At the end of the interview, we gave participants the option 
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to freely state their opinion about anything that they deemed might be interesting for the 
aims of the study. Following the completion of the interview, the interviewer answered any 
questions posed by participants and then verbally debriefed them about the purposes of the 
study. After this, we asked the participants to sign a copy of the original consent form to 
restate their consent to participate. Participants had a choice between obtaining £10 or four 
course credits for participation. They were then thanked and dismissed. Ethical approval for 
this study was granted by the Ethics Committee at the hosting institution.

Analytical approach

The analysis approach of this study was a reflexive thematic analysis (TA) adopting a 
deductive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2020). The focus in reflexive TA is on the role of the 
researchers as interpreters of the data generated from the participants’ accounts. In com-
parison to other methods of doing TA (e.g., Boyatzis 1998), reflexive TA does not aim 
to minimise the researchers’ position as a source of uncontained bias, but rather to use 
the researcher’s position and their theoretical knowledge as resources to interpret the data. 
Therefore, the aim of this study was to offer themes, which were analysed using our theo-
retical underpinnings of incompatibility and associated strategies to reduce it, as outlined 
above. Nonetheless, we did not want to be constrained by our pre-existing knowledge and 
allowed ourselves to seek new themes within the data. We do not claim to have exhausted 
the possible incompatibilities or associated strategies that students may experience. Thus, 
our approach allowed us to utilise our knowledge of prior literature and relevant theory to 
scrutinise the interview transcripts, but also allowed us to be flexible so that we could be 
vigilant about any other types of incompatibilities or strategies that students experience.

Using reflexive TA necessitates us to discuss our roles in the analytical process. To aid the 
validity of interpretation, it is crucial that the researchers are self-reflexive of their involve-
ment with the collected data and research question (Braun & Clarke, 2020; Elliot et al., 
1999). The first author is himself an employed student, thereby possessing an ‘insider’ per-
spective into the data. This has allowed him to express empathy and understanding towards 
the interviewees yet may have narrowed the scope of interpretation (Stiles, 1993). Contrast-
ingly, the second author is a university faculty member and offers an ‘outsider’ perspec-
tive that allows the interpretation of the data to be validated through inter-judge consensus 
(Packer & Addison, 1989).

The first author conducted the interviews, completed the transcriptions, and analysed 
the interviews. The second author analysed 15% of the transcripts, which allowed us to 
discuss where our perspectives converge and diverge. The first author conducted coding 
and analysis at this stage. Initially, all transcripts were coded freely – the codes at this stage 
did not necessarily refer to experienced incompatibilities or strategies. This allowed us to 
consider novel themes as presented in the data. At this point, we considered the inclusion 
of the positive aspects of work that employed students suggested helped their adaptation to 
university life. However, we opted against including these for two reasons: Firstly, we felt 
that the positive aspects that students discussed were already captured by previous literature 
(i.e., they were not novel), and secondly, the benefits accrued from work had little bearing 
on students’ experience of practical and/or identity incompatibility. As we placed the focus 
of the present investigation strictly on students’ experiences of incompatibility, we deemed 
the inclusion of the benefits accrued from employment as tangential to this work and chose 

1 3



Tertiary Education and Management

to highlight the students’ deliberate strategies to reduce or resolve incompatibilities instead. 
Therefore, we recoded the interviews to refer explicitly to our research questions. We iden-
tified codes that referred to experienced incompatibilities and strategies to reduce them. 
Upon author consensus, we checked the extracted codes for content validity against the 
textual evidence. Finally, we organized these extracted codes into two overarching themes: 
practical and identity incompatibilities and strategies to reduce or resolve the experienced 
incompatibilities. We discuss these themes next.

Results and discussion

The overarching themes (practical and identity incompatibilities and associated strategies to 
reduce or resolve them) represent interconnected facets of the lived experience of employed 
students. First, we outline why students experience the domains of work, study and social 
life in terms of practical and identity incompatibility. Second, we outline the strategies that 
students have developed or used to mitigate the impact of those incompatibilities. At the 
end, we discuss the experience of those students who have a great necessity for employment 
and for whom some of the strategies outlined may not be applicable.

Incompatibilities between Working and studying and working and Social Life

Practical incompatibility between work and study

The students in our sample revealed that work negatively affects subsequent study activities. 
In Eileen’s experience, the time spent and energy devoted to working deplete her cognitive 
capacities to do independent learning afterwards2:

If I work a work shift, I start at 9 and finish generally between 3 and 4PM, so it’s not 
a super long shift, it’s not super strenuous, but I do find it really hard to kind of get 
back into study for the rest of that day so even though [work] hasn’t taken a whole day 
I do find it difficult to use the rest of that time effectively. (Eileen, female, 2nd year, 
waiter/housekeeper)

For Eileen, work does not affect study just due to the hours she is at work (akin to the time-
trade off hypothesis; Safron et al., 2001), it is also mentally draining and makes her less pro-
ductive afterwards. In such situations, work has the ability to block an entire day of studying 
for employed students. Work and study are thus experienced by the student as practically 
incompatible due to lack of cognitive capacity for further studying.

Moreover, the depletion of cognitive resources and time to complete homework mean 
that employed students can accumulate stress throughout the term. In Bobby’s experience, 
stress was accrued via rushed submission of homework:

I just went through a lot of stress and doing things at the very last minute and trying to 
get it done just before the deadline like coming in and sitting right next to the hand-in 
and writing it all out and then giving it in like 10 minutes before it was due. I did not 

2  In order to preserve participants’ anonymity, all names were changed.
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have time to do it in advance; I do not get time to do that really. (Bobby, male, 2nd 
year, customer assistant).

In line with the time trade-off hypothesis (Safron et al., 2001), work has taken up Bobby’s 
time, which he implies is the normal time in which he would have completed his written 
submission. He experiences the domains of work and study as practically incompatible 
because work has rendered his ability to prepare his submission in advance impossible, 
preparing in advance being the implied norm for non-employed students, and he finds the 
practical incompatibility stressful.

As the quotes above unveil, going to work creates competing demands on multiple 
aspects of student learning - it depletes students’ time to study and reduces their daily cogni-
tive capacities. The different combinations of these factors meant that every student in our 
sample experienced the domains of work and study as practically incompatible with each 
other which can cause stress and potentially has an adverse effect on their quality of writ-
ten work. This sense of practical incompatibility manifests itself as a choice between the 
two domains, which students need to make when the demands of both domains are highest. 
To illustrate this, George discusses the intricate interplay between coursework, academic 
achievement and work during assessment periods:

If I have uni on one of those days then I wouldn’t want to come in [to work] and do 
essay writing afterwards because I would not be able to focus properly, but in the 
night-wise if I have loads of coursework due in, then I feel like I can’t work, which 
then affects my lack of money status. So, I either have to let my grades drop or I have 
to have less money. (George, male, 2nd year, retail assistant)

When George has to submit written assignments, the practical incompatibility between 
studying and working becomes the most salient. At such points, he has to make a conscious 
choice - tend to his studies at a fiscal cost or allow his academic achievement to deteriorate 
by focusing on work. Thus, employed students feel particular strain during examination 
times, yet, despite their studies becoming more intense, they still experience an economic 
need for employment and are forced to make a choice that affects them either academically 
or fiscally. Such choices – a lose-lose situation – can ultimately increase employed students’ 
rates of dropping out from university:

It has been on and off basically, because I was here last year as well, but I just had 
to just stop my course and just come back this year. (Polly, female, 1st year, retail 
assistant)

Polly attributes having to stop her course to the practical incompatibility between working 
and studying:

I would say it was not having that weekend free because I worked the weekends so 
going from the Friday to the Monday again and not being able to study on Tuesdays. 
(Polly, female, 1st year, retail assistant)

1 3
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Polly’s experience demonstrates the challenging situation that many employed students 
face, as well as the realistic threat that they may feel forced to abandon their studies. Her 
combination of working and studying meant that she was unable to have any time off due to 
the practical incompatibility between studying and being employed, which was necessitated 
by her financial need to work.

In summary, employed students perceive that their combination of working and studying 
negatively affects their learning and is stressful. These outcomes lead students to experi-
ence the domains of work and study as practically incompatible. When the demands of both 
domains increase, the practical incompatibility forces students to choose between the two 
incompatible domains. Thus, the experience of practical incompatibility can disadvantage 
employed students either fiscally or academically, but in extreme cases, such as that of 
Polly, it can force employed students to drop out of university altogether.

Practical incompatibility between work and Social Life

Moreover, our participants also experienced a practical incompatibility between having to 
work and participating in social or recreational activities. In line with previous qualitative 
work on employed students (Savoca, 2016; Teixeira et al., 2012), our participants reported 
that the physical and mental toll of employment carries over to their subsequent activities 
(social life, study). An example of this negative outcome is illustrated by Bobby, who cannot 
physically commit to an out-of-the-house activity following a shift at work:

I am always on my feet at work - I never get to sit down - so I do like 20k at work, 
like 20 kilometres of walking then I get home and then I am just, I am dead, so I do 
not want to go outside. I am tired so once I am in I like laying down, setting the TV or 
having a drink - I am not going back out to a club. (Bobby, male, 2nd year, customer 
assistant)

This quote illustrates how work – and the energy required for it - can change the activities 
that students engage in. Rather than participating in a social activity (going to a night-
club), the student is tired and prefers to enjoy a sedentary one (watching TV). As such, it is 
important to note that work can have adverse effects on the student experience simply via 
increased tiredness. For students such as Bobby, engaging in social activities becomes prac-
tically incompatible with a long shift at work, even if their schedule allows its combination.

However, oftentimes the practical incompatibility that work creates for students’ social 
life exists due to clashes in schedule. Thus, if students work, they can afford to participate 
in social activities with friends but do not have the time to do so. If participants do not 
work, then they cannot afford to participate in those activities. Eileen describes this practi-
cal impasse:

If I work, I cannot go out and do things and if I am not at work I cannot afford to go 
out and do things. I have to choose between do I do work shifts or do I see my friends. 
(Eileen, female, 2nd year, waiter/housekeeper)

Akin to the practical incompatibility between work and study, some students are required 
to work at specific times, in which case their work context impinges on their ability to 
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socialise. As such, a mismatch can arise between the times when one can engage in social 
activities and the times they are scheduled to work. Experiencing a similar mismatch meant 
that Anna had to give up on her passion:

So, one example of something I have had to sacrifice for work is I used to, well, I am 
on the trampoline team, and I was on the committee, but every Sunday we have train-
ing from 4 till 6, but work finishes at 4:30, which was also like an hour and a half 
away, so then that started affecting it. (Anna, female, 2nd year, brand ambassador)

Noticeably, the student is uncertain of their current standing within the trampolining team 
and attributes this uncertainty to the extent to which work affects her ability to attend prac-
tices. Whilst work can fuel other aspects of her social life financially, it can often mean giv-
ing up important activities, with extracurricular activities being discarded from their list of 
imminent priorities (Kuh et al., 2007).

In total, akin to its effects on their studies, the inclusion of work into one’s schedule 
means it can have various impacts on the students’ social life. Whether it is through lack 
of energy or not being able to fiscally or physically participate in common activities, our 
students found that work could become practically incompatible with their social life. For 
the participants in this sample, this practical incompatibility meant that they had to give up 
on their passions or exchange them for other, more compatible activities.

Identity incompatibility

Our participants also discussed how their job relates to their self-concept. In addition to 
the practical basis of the incompatibilities described above, students described how the sta-
tus and meaning conferred by being an employed student related to their own and others’ 
perception of them. For some students, different statuses were attached to employed and 
non-employed students. Harriet outlines a clear distinction between the identities attached 
to students who work and students who did not work:

It was nice not to have to make myself go into work - especially to a job I might not 
like - and it was nice just to know that the only things I had to focus on was getting 
my university work done and then just going out and having fun. So it was a good sort 
of break to just be a normal student and also not having to be like an adult where you 
have to work. (Harriet, female, 1st year, nursery assistant)

In Harriet’s explanation, a notable contrast exists between being a “normal student” and 
being an “adult”, employed student. The former is categorised as focusing on one’s course-
work and having fun, whereas working is associated with adulthood and incorporating work 
and financial responsibility into their routine. This contrast also has implications for the stu-
dents’ perception of themselves. In the quote, Harriet implicitly acknowledges that working 
gives her lower status than being a member of the ‘normal student’ category as she focused 
on the associated priorities of studying and having fun. However, when she experienced 
economic necessity, she included working in her routine, which signalled a shift for her into 
the category of being a responsible adult and a (non-normal) employed student. This sug-
gests that employed students do experience identity incompatibility because of the different 
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statuses that their different identities imply – it is not traditionally normative for students to 
work (even though this is rapidly changing) so the transition to working implies a switch to 
this new identity, which is not compatible with the normative behaviours of non-working 
students.

Additionally, the need to work can cause differences in how students perceive themselves 
and how others perceive them. Florence is aware of these differences and understands how 
her perception of herself differs from the perception that others have of her because she 
works:

I do not think [Florence’s friends] would specifically say something mean they would 
just say ‘Yeah, you are a hard-working person’ and that was cool, it was good to hear 
that because that was something that I thought as well. I did agree that I am a hard-
working person but that was not enough for me to be happy with how I am or whether 
‘Is that the only thing my friends can say about me?’ kind of thing. (Florence, female, 
3rd year, translator and shop assistant)

Florence indicates that others agreed with her own perception of herself as hardworking. 
However, she is aware that the only characteristic that she is ascribed is borne out of her 
working experience. Florence claims that her friends see her as ‘just’ hardworking, which 
she considers incomplete. She experiences identity incompatibility, which is a result of 
being socially absent to her friends because of her need to work. As such, the restraints of 
work do not allow employed students to express and enact their various identities to their 
friends. They experience a conflict between the self they are able to enact and portray to 
others during the time they have for socialising and the self they know themselves to be. 
This represents another form of identity incompatibility: between the employed student’s 
own and others’ perception of their wider self-concept.

In sum, adding work into one’s routine may not only have financial implications for one’s 
social life - it can also lead to differences in how one perceives oneself in relation to others. 
Furthermore, in the last two quotes, a common theme emerged - our employed students 
seemed to consider themselves, their identities, and their perceptions as discrepant from 
the non-employed student group. These quotes suggest that further research should aim 
to understand how relations with referent others can relate to the employed students’ own 
sense of self and the difference in self-categorisation such relations can confer.

Strategies to help reduce or resolve the experienced incompatibilities

As discussed above, our participants noted that they experience practical and identity 
incompatibilities, which stem from the competing demands of combining employment and 
studying. (lack of time or energy). To deal with these incompatibilities and thus dampen 
those negative outcomes, the students adopted different strategies. One strategy to eliminate 
practical incompatibility was to have a flexible employment pattern (Robotham, 2009). In 
terms of the connection between work and study, Anton discusses how the flexibility of his 
work helps him to cope with academic stress:

[Work flexibility] definitely helps in terms of the course because I never had to work, 
because obviously say there was a part of the course that it just got a lot harder, like 

1 3



Tertiary Education and Management

around deadlines, I would have never had to work during them because I would just 
choose not to. (Anton, male, Postgraduate Taught, barista)

Being able to choose when and how much one works thus constitutes an active, practical 
strategy to eliminate the practical incompatibility between work and study. Although stu-
dents often do not have control over whether their work allows them to be flexible with their 
working hours, we maintain that students actively seek employment which allows them to 
work more during non-examination periods and less during examination periods. Utilising 
the flexibility that their workplaces offer them, Thomas and Eileen similarly change their 
work-social schedules around their friends’ employment schedules:

A lot of my friends do work part-time, they are friends not from uni, friends in general 
from college or whatever and they want to do something social, but because they are 
working they can’t, their hours clash with that and so, I don’t view it in such a negative 
way, because I guess you can say everyone is in the same boat. Sometimes, if everyone 
is working and I am the only one free and want to do something social, I might as 
well be working then because I will be filling out my time. (Thomas, male, 1st year, 
pharmacy advisor)
If I do a little bit more work on the week, I will probably go out the other week and [it] 
also really, really depends on my friends, if my friends are busy, I will do more work 
or studying. (Eileen, female, 2nd year, waiter/housekeeper)

These participants note the inherent practical incompatibility between working and socialis-
ing, and how their friends’ availability changes whether they prioritise work or socialising. 
The understanding that others are employed affects their planning of their own social life. 
Thus, they structure their own schedule and work around their friends’ schedules, which 
goes some way to alleviating the experienced incompatibility between working and social 
life.

Most of the students in this sample had fixed weekly shifts, which precluded them from 
engaging in these strategies. As such, a mismatch can often arise between the times when 
students can engage in social activities and the times they are scheduled to work. For some 
of our participants, who had fixed weekly shifts, the strategy of flexible employment and 
choosing their shifts evolved into taking less paid work all year round:

For my first 2 years - my foundation year and my first year - I worked 14 hours. So, I 
worked all day Saturday and all day Sunday, but when I came in 2nd year, I reduced 
my hours to 8 hours because we have a lot of reading. (Monica, female, 2nd year, 
retail assistant)

Monica acknowledged that a practical incompatibility exists between the demands of study-
ing and work and sought to eliminate it via reducing the length of her work shifts. Yet, this 
strategy is also only available to those students who have enough economic resources to 
afford being flexible with their working patterns. Also, this practical strategy is implicitly 
motivated by consulting one’s priorities - for the student, doing her reading (study) takes 
precedence over her financial needs (work). Therefore, having (and consulting) one’s hierar-
chy of priorities represents a cognitive strategy, which reduces the incompatibility between 
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one’s demands of working and demands of studying by directing decisions in favour of the 
activity given the highest priority. Yet, such a strategy is only available to those who have 
sufficient financial resources to reduce their working hours.

In relation to the connection between work and social life, having a hierarchy of priorities 
is also a viable strategy to reduce the experienced practical incompatibility. For our partici-
pants, the desire to participate in common activities prompted the need to work, which in 
turn reduced the viability of joining those activities because of the time demands of work. 
Which motivation wins out - to work or to socialise - also depends on the students’ priori-
ties, but in a more dynamic way, as alluded to by George when asked about his order of 
priorities between work and social life:

Work tends to, but if, for example, I have plans to go out on a Saturday and I am not 
booked in to work, then they would call me and be like ‘Can you work tomorrow?’ 
then it would depend on what it is - depends on the hierarchy of social activities - so if 
it’s someone’s birthday, but if it’s like going into town to do something and I need the 
money, then I will take work. (George, male, 2nd year, retail assistant)

In George’s experience, the priority between attending work and meeting with friends 
depends on economic necessity and the importance of the occasion. Therefore, we can con-
clude that, while all students generally prioritised their studies over their employment, the 
distinction in priorities between work and social life was not as clear and necessitated a 
more flexible approach in terms of constructing their hierarchy of imminent priorities and 
thus reducing practical incompatibilities between work and social life.

Thus far, the proposed strategies reflect deliberate strategies (reducing work intensity, 
having clear priorities) or seeking beneficial work-related factors (having flexibility), which 
reduce the incompatibility between work and study or work and social life. Nonetheless, 
these strategies are only viable if students are economically comfortable enough to be able 
to choose the work shifts that they take and how much they work each week. Thus, it is 
also important to consider strategies that students have devised whilst combining work and 
study, and strategies which are useful for students who experience the economic necessity 
to work. The final set of strategies reflect frameworks that students used to reduce the expe-
rienced impact of work on study and social life.

One such strategy to eliminate practical incompatibility is to forcibly leave either domain 
(work or study) for a specific amount of time. For example, Polly deals with the incom-
patibility of working and studying outright by using her paid leave from work in light of 
upcoming examinations:

I have holidays coming up as well - that is another thing that I try to do - I just sched-
ule holidays around exam time so at least it gives me a free week of no work so I can 
focus on my exams. (Polly, female, 1st year, retail assistant)

Using her paid leave meant that Polly did not have to experience practical incompatibility 
during the assessment period. However, in cases where being granted paid leave is not 
applicable, some different strategies involve restructuring the students’ practical approach 
to studying. Polly integrates her worker and student identities as she uses her work breaks 
to study:
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It can still be quite challenging because I need to be quite aware on maybe the Friday 
what I need to do for the weekend and what I need to prepare and how I can utilise 
my time better as well when I am at work so on my breaks [I] just use them as study 
breaks. (Polly, female, 1st year, retail assistant)

This strategy indicates that the practical incompatibility between work and study can be 
reduced by adopting a different approach to studying and structuring one’s time. Integrating 
work and study offers the student the ability to feel productive and counteract the loss of 
time that work incurs on her schedule. Notably, however, such a strategy does not work for 
everyone, perhaps due to activating identity incompatibility:

For me, work is work and university is university so when I am at work I don’t want 
to have to [revise] - occasionally I came to work and I was trying to maybe possibly 
revise - this was over the summer - for a make-up exam I had to do and a resit. Just 
thinking about it – a few times I had to do that and I brought my Physics textbook into 
work to [revise] - it did not work at least for me, it was just too distracting. (Sean, 
male, 3rd year, call centre worker)

In scenarios where practical strategies do not work, perhaps because students experience 
identity incompatibilities based on norms at the workplace, cognitive strategies can be 
developed and utilised. For instance, separation (compartmentalisation) allows the student 
to consider both contexts (work and study) and actively choose to devote their cognitive 
abilities to the one that should be prioritised in the specific instance. Sean found the incom-
patible demands of work and study too hard to integrate, and so adopted this strategy of 
compartmentalisation to reduce the transfer of stress from one domain (study) to the other 
(work). Stephanie has also used this strategy:

Because when I am at work, I keep so busy that I can’t be stressing about ‘I have got 
this essay to write and what am I going to write it on, what am I going to do’. It kind 
of just allows my brain to focus on something completely different that is imminent, 
so I have to focus on it, I can’t let my brain wonder too much. So it allows my brain to 
be turned off from psychology for a while, turned off from studying and just work, and 
when I come back to it later, my brain is refreshed and not so stressed because I have 
had a break. (Stephanie, female, 2nd year, student ambassador)

This quote represents a shift in one’s current priority. Whilst previous interviewees noted 
the overwhelming dread of their imminent deadline and how the practical incompatibility 
between work and study becomes most salient at those times, Stephanie recognises her 
deadlines yet opts to tend to what is required of her at work. By cognitively separating the 
domains of work and study, she is able to decrease the negative consequences of incompat-
ibility by utilising her time at work3 in order to escape from other responsibilities rather 
than dwell on them. Compartmentalisation of domains allows her to feel refreshed and tend 
to her studies later with less stress. Thus, this strategy is similar to the ability of biculturals 
to switch between their frames of culture (Cheng et al., 2014). Allowing contextual cues to 
guide one’s referent behaviour has allowed employed students to cognitively separate the 

3  Which is equal to the time that other interviewees spend working.
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domains of work and study and, in turn, get a break from their competing demands. While 
the notion that work provides escapism and a break from university has been discussed 
before (Lucas & Lammont, 1998; Manthei & Gilmore, 2005; Robotham, 2013; Tam & 
Morrison, 2005), our evidence explicitly suggests that compartmentalisation of domains 
allows employed students to reduce the transfer of stress between the domains of work and 
study and help employed students feel mentally refreshed after their shift is over. Monica 
seconds this:

It’s nice because university is so challenging, it’s nice sometimes obviously to just go 
into work and because it’s so boring - you are just folding a t-shirt and you don’t have 
to think - it’s kind of nice that if you are doing it for hours to just shut off completely 
and not do anything at all and not have to think. (Monica, female, 2nd year, retail 
assistant)

This student alludes to the role that boredom plays in escapism while at work. Monica con-
trasts a ‘challenging’ and cognitively demanding university context to a boring and monoto-
nous work context. Because the demands of university are stressful the student uses the 
monotony of work to escape her study stresses by compartmentalising the domains of work 
and study and focusing on what is required of her at work. Having a job that is not related 
to one’s study subject thus helps by limiting the connections that the student is able to make 
between her work and study, which allows her to have a break from study and reduce her 
stress levels via escapism. Notably, while the interlinked strategies of escapism and com-
partmentalisation do not directly reduce the experienced practical incompatibility between 
work and study, they allow employed students to mitigate the stress that emanates from their 
increased study demands.

In sum, our students have noted a plethora of practical (reducing length of shifts, using 
paid leave, integrating studies into work) and cognitive strategies (having clear priorities, 
compartmentalising contexts, limiting connections between contexts) which help to reduce 
or resolve the incompatibilities between work and study and work and social life via miti-
gating some of the negative consequences (stress, lack of social time with friends) associ-
ated with combining studying and part-time employment.

Consequences of experiencing economic necessity to work

It should be noted that, unless students do not experience a great economic need to work 
or have beneficial work conditions (flexible employment, periods of paid leave), then most 
of the above strategies only reduce rather than remove practical incompatibilities, such that 
the competing demands of work and study are still present and impact the student nega-
tively. Similarly, the experience of identity incompatibility can make employed students 
feel different from non-employed students either due to differences in status or because 
non-employed friends do not know the entirety of their identity. Therefore, it appears that 
employed students in financial need with fixed weekly shifts may struggle to alleviate their 
experience of incompatibility.

For some of those students however, the experience of combining work and study can 
act as a motivating force for their studies. For example, Evan outlines how the experience 
of work helps him to understand the value of pursuing his degree:
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I think that’s quite an important thing to either have taken that time out to have that 
real-life experience or being in work or known how that feels. It can be very beneficial 
to university because it shows you what you are doing here. You are putting 15 grand 
in a year – what is it for – you need to go to your lectures, you need to get your studies 
done, you cannot just mess around. (Evan, male, 1st year, shop assistant)

Evan subtly notes his own experience of practical incompatibility and discusses how this 
experience serves him to understand why he is pursuing his degree. Therefore, employed 
students such as Evan – for whom the values of hard work and productivity are important 
– can construe work as an affirmation of those core values. Despite work being a source of 
practical and identity incompatibilities, it can benefit students by reaffirming and remind-
ing them of what their top priority is (their studies)4. Charlotte also acknowledges this and 
discusses how she is successful in her combination of work and study despite experiencing 
practical incompatibility:

The fact that I can do both and still do well in both makes me very happy. It makes me 
very satisfied in myself - and the fact that I have got two jobs, but I can still do well 
at university is a testament to what I could achieve if I only tried. (Charlotte, female, 
2nd year, bar staff and waiter)

Employed students such as Charlotte realise that work is an integral part of their learning 
experience, often on par with actual learning activities. As such, the presence of practical 
incompatibilities is acknowledged, yet they pursue their studies in spite of the negative 
consequences of incompatibility. Thus, the realisation that employment and studying are 
linked becomes a source of resilience for employed students and can enhance their motiva-
tion levels for learning.

Altogether, some students who are in financial need to work can find that experienc-
ing incompatibility is omnipresent. For some of these students, combining work and study 
served as an affirmation of their values of hard work and productivity, and, despite experi-
encing practical or identity incompatibilities, made them resilient learners.

Conclusion

The present paper explored the experience of students who work while they study at univer-
sity, with a focus on any practical and/or identity incompatibilities that the students reported 
between the domains of work and study, and work and social life, and any strategies they 
used to reduce or resolve these incompatibilities. Students experienced competing demands 
of combining work and study – such as reduction of cognitive capacities and lack of time 
– which caused them to experience the domains of work and study as practically incompat-
ible. The experience of practical incompatibility adversely affected their ability to submit 
written work on time, was stressful, and, in extreme cases, caused them to drop out of 
university. Similarly, the negative outcomes of combining work and social life – such as 
tiredness and having no time to see friends - caused employed students to experience the 

4  Note that all students who were asked explicitly stated that their studies take priority over their employ-
ment.
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domains of work and social life as practically incompatible. This experience caused students 
to switch to recreational activities or abandon their hobbies for work.

The present paper also offers initial evidence that the identities of worker and a student are 
experienced as incompatible. We found that students experience commencing employment 
as a transition to adulthood, with the associated priorities of making money and responsibil-
ity rather than having fun – for them these two identities are incompatible in terms of the 
status that they confer to them. This delineation of identities has also caused some of our 
participants to experience who they are as incompatible with others’ overriding perception 
of them as simply a worker. Thus, experiencing identity incompatibility can make employed 
students feel different and distant from non-employed students, which could have a negative 
impact on their adaptation into university life.

We should note that we do not aim to suggest that the incompatibilities discussed are 
omnipresent. In fact, Florence discussed how she experienced practical and identity incom-
patibility in her first year at university but the strategies she developed enabled her to reduce 
the experienced incompatibilities by her third year (time of interview). As such, whilst our 
design allowed us to discuss students’ experienced incompatibilities retroactively, it did not 
allow us to check how changes in context (academic progression, changing employment) 
affect students’ experience of incompatibility. Therefore, future research should incorporate 
a second interview that will help to discuss changes in experienced incompatibilities and 
note at what point students develop strategies to offset them.

Indeed, the experience of practical and identity incompatibility has prompted our stu-
dents to develop strategies to combat those incompatibilities. We divided those strategies 
into practical strategies - which included reducing work intensity, using paid leave and 
integrating studies into work - and cognitive strategies, which included having clear priori-
ties, compartmentalising contexts and limiting the connections between the work and study 
contexts. These strategies aim to resolve the experienced incompatibilities, or, in the case of 
compartmentalisation, allow the student to reduce the transfer of stress between the domains 
of work and study. When these strategies are not available due to students’ pressing need 
to earn money, the experience of working alongside studying can help to reaffirm students’ 
commitment to their studies and make them resilient learners.

Indeed, the above point relates to a direction for future research; exploring in detail the 
positive consequences of working while studying. The positive consequences of employ-
ment were not directly related to students’ experiences of identity or practical incompatibil-
ity, so we opted against including them here. Although other research has focused on these 
positive benefits (Cheng & Alcantara, 2007; Curtis 2007; Robotham, 2013), future research 
would benefit from a clear and explicit focus on any potential positive aspects of employ-
ment on students’ sense of identity and practical incompatibility.

Overall, in this paper we have identified the practical and identity incompatibilities that 
university students experience when they combine work and study and the strategies the 
students in our sample have used to reduce said incompatibilities. We hope that this work 
will inspire future research efforts into this under researched population and build on the 
knowledge accrued. Additionally, the strategies developed by students can be used for work 
recruitment purposes or to help aid the transition of employed students into university life 
via university career advisory centres.
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Appendix A: Interview schedule

Demographic questions.

 ● What is your age?
 ● What is your course of study?
 ● What is your year of study?
 ● Are you a full-time or a part-time student?
 ● Do you have any other responsibilities?

 – Prompt: Caring for someone? Dependants?

 ● Are you currently undertaking any voluntary work?

 – Follow-up: What is that like?

Thank you. I want to let you know that at this time we are interested in all of your experi-
ences of combining work and study. With that in mind, I would like to take you back to your 
school days. Is that okay?

Conceptions of working.

 ● Did you work when you were attending school?

 – Follow-up: During sixth form or college?

 ● Was it normal for students like you to work whilst at school?
 ● At that time, did you expect to work when you attended university?

 – Follow-up: Did your parents expect you to work when you attend university?

All right. Now, that you are at university I would like to ask you some questions about 
your current employment. Is that okay?

Current employment

 ● What is your place of employment?

 – Follow-up: Is it on-campus or off-campus?

 ● For how long have you been employed at your current place of employment?
 ● Do you have multiple jobs?
 ● What is the structure of your employment?

 – Follow-up: Specific shifts? Specific days? On rota?

 ● How economically necessary is it for you to be employed?
 ● Are you a first-generation scholar?
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 – Prompts: Has anyone in your family ever attended university? Would you say you 
grew up in a middle-class community? Were you on free school meals?

 ● In your experience, is it normal for university students to combine work and study?

 – Prompts: Why do most people work? Does that vary by people’s background? Do 
you think it’s normal at all universities, or does it vary depending on the university 
(e.g. post-92 old polys, Russell grp, Oxbridge, etc.). How people at work/uni react 
to hearing about your other activity?

A ‘working’ identity vs? a ‘scholar’ identity

 ● How do you combine working and studying?

 – Prompts: Why is it easy (hard)? What aspect makes combining the two easy (hard)?

 ● How do you personally relate working to studying?

 – Prompts: Does one take priority over the other? Would you prefer a job which is 
more related to your studies? Would you prefer to be closer/more distant to your 
work colleagues? Can you talk to your colleagues/study peers about what it is like 
at uni (work)?

A ‘working’ identity vs? a ‘social student’ identity

 ● How do you combine working and social activities/going out with friends?

 – Prompts: Why is it easy (hard)? What aspect makes combining the two easy (hard)?

 ● How do you relate working to social activities?

 – Prompts: Does one take priority over the other? Would you prefer a job which is 
more related to your studies? Would you prefer to be closer/more distant to your 
work colleagues? Can you talk to your colleagues/friends about what it is like at 
uni (work)?

A ‘scholar’ identity vs? a ‘social student’ identity

 ● How do you combine studying and social activities/going out with friends?

 – Prompts: Why is it easy (hard)? What aspect makes combining the two easy (hard)?

 ● How do you relate studying to social activities?
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 – Prompts: Does one take priority over the other? Can you talk to your study peers/
friends about what it is like at uni (work)? Would you prefer to be more closer/
distant to your study peers? Can you talk to your friends about what it is like at uni?
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