
 
 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WORKPLACE FACTORS 

AND WORK-LIFE BALANCE FOR RESEARCH ADMINISTRATORS 

 

 
 
 
 
 

by 
Lisa E. Costan 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A thesis submitted to Johns Hopkins University in conformity with the requirements for 
the degree of Master of Science 

 
 
 

Baltimore, Maryland  
September 2019 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2019 Lisa Costan 
All rights reserved



ii 

Abstract 

Workplace stress can be brought on by a number of factors and is typically found in 

occupations where individuals are exposed to intense circumstances. Professions 

commonly associated with high levels of stress include social work, law enforcement, 

and healthcare. This research study examines the profession of research administration, 

also labeled a high-stress occupation. This is believed to be the first study of its kind to 

make a direct assessment of change in work-life balance for research administrators. The 

aim of this study was to determine whether five independent variables could be used to 

predict the dependent variable change in work-life balance: 1) change in workload, 2) 

change in work intensity, 3) change in availability expectations, 4) change in customer 

service expectations, and 5) change in institutional culture. An anonymous online survey 

was distributed by email to almost 2,000 research administrators with a success rate of 

18%. Changes in workload, work intensity, availability expectations, customer service 

expectations, institutional culture, and work-life balance were reported using a 5-point 

Likert scale. In addition, research administrators were also asked to rate their current 

work-life balance. An analysis of the results found that change in availability 

expectations to be available during non-regular work hours was the only variable to meet 

statistical significance with a P-value of 0.018 (α = 0.05). All other factors, initially 

believed to be drivers of work-life balance based on a review of the literature, were not 

found to predict change in work-life balance for research administrators. Other findings 

showed that 82% of research administrators are experiencing an increase in their 
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workloads. Eighty percent reported that their work intensity is increasing and 66% 

reported that expectations to provide high-level customer service are increasing. Yet, 

these increases were not found to impact the work-life balance of research administrators 

as a whole. Seventy percent of research administrators reported that their change in work-

life balance has either stayed the same or improved. Seventy-three percent of research 

administrators reported their current work-life balance as acceptable, good or very good. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Academic research institutions in the United States continue to struggle 

financially. The previous decade began with a downturn in the economy in late 2007. 

Universities and research institutions were forced to accept devastating losses to their 

financial assets. In turn, they responded by cutting budgets, reducing staff and 

implementing hiring freezes. The Great Recession ended in 2009 and the economy began 

to recover. 2011 marked an all-time high in federal funding of research and development 

(R&D) expenditures for higher education. However, this was soon followed by 

downward trend that would last four consecutive years. Reports show that federal R&D 

funding has increased only slightly since 2015. The flattening out of federal funding has 

resulted in fierce competition for federal dollars where demand greatly exceeds supply.

 Today’s research administrators are being challenged to handle more 

responsibilities with fewer resources. Many research administrators are reporting high 

levels of work stress (Shambrook, Owens,& Jahani, 2015) and this has called into 

question the work-life balance of research administrators. Work-life balance and stress go 

hand in hand (Razak, Yusof, Azidin, Latif & Ismail, 2015) . Therefore, reducing work-

related stress is key to achieving a healthy work-life balance. Stress which is not 

managed not only impairs work-life balance but can cause serious health problems such 

heart disease, high blood pressure, and diabetes. 
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 There are a growing number of work-life balance studies being conducted all over 

the world covering a broad range of professions. These have examined work environment 

stressors and their impact on work-life balance and other related outcomes such as job 

satisfaction and quality of life. Findings show that job-related stressors such as work 

hours, workload, and work intensity are a but a few of the major determinants of work-

life balance (Burke, Koyuncu, Fiksenbaum & Acar, 2009; Devadoss & Minnie, 2014; 

Razak, et al., 2015). To date, three consecutive studies have focused exclusively on the 

profession of research administration (Shambrook & Brawman-Mintzer, 2007; 

Shambrook, 2012; Shambrook, et al., 2015). The authors report consistent and significant 

associations between high levels of work stress and work-life balance. They assert that 

those with high levels of work stress experience poor work-life balance.  

 However, this previous research does not directly measure the work-life balance 

of research administrators because it does not ask research administrators to rate their 

work-life balance. Instead, it asks participants how many hours per week they work and 

whether their work demands interfere with home and family life. Work-life balance 

inferences are made based on participant responses. But there may be other influencing 

factors at work. It has been found that long work hours may be interpreted positively or 

negatively depending on the individual, and any interference between home and family 

life may be negated by such factors as financial benefits, career advancement, and job 

satisfaction (Vatharkar, 2017). Ultimately, whether one has an acceptable level of work-

life balance is purely subjective and is up to the individual. Furthermore, the previous 

research has not effectively measured changes in the work-life balance of research 

administrators over time. This research seeks to build upon the existing knowledge. 
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 The aim of this study was to find predictors that influence change in the work-life 

balance of research administrators working at research institutions in the United States. 

Five factors believed to contribute to change in work-life balance were identified based 

on a review of the literature. Therefore, this research proposed that:  

H1 If workload is increasing, work-life balance will be decreasing. 

H2 If work intensity is increasing, work-life balance will be decreasing. 

H3 If expectations for work availability are increasing, work-life balance will be 

decreasing. 

H4 If expectations to provide high customer service standards are increasing, work-life 

balance will be decreasing. 

H5 If institutional culture to promote work-life balance is increasing, work-life balance 

will be increasing. 

 This study is unique in that it makes no assumptions about the work-life balance 

of research administrators. Factors which may negatively impact work-life balance for 

some individuals, may not be applicable to others. This study is believed to be the first of 

its kind because it directly assesses the change in work-life balance of research 

administrators by explicitly asking, “ Has your work-life balance changed?”  

  



 

4 

Chapter II. 

Literature Review 

What Is Work-Life Balance? 

The 2017 Gallup survey, State of The American Workplace, revealed that 53% of 

American employees say a role that allows them to have greater work-life balance and 

better personal well-being is “very important” to them. The concept of “work-life 

balance” continues to gain popularity, but what does it mean? The answer is different 

depending on who you ask. There is no “one size fits all” definition of work-life balance. 

As noted by Kalliath & Brough (2008), “although the term work–family/life balance is 

widely employed, an agreed definition of this term has proved elusive”. For purposes of 

this research project, “Work-life Balance” is defined as the balance that an individual 

needs between time allocated for work and other aspects of life, e.g., personal interests 

and family and social or leisure activities (Wikipedia). An examination of the literature 

presented by Zedeck & Mosier (1990) shows there are five agreed upon traditional 

models of work-life balance that are useful in understanding the different theories of the 

relationship between work and life outside work.  

Spillover Theory.  

Spillover theory asserts there is a carryover of workplace events into the non-

work environment which creates similarity in the patterning between what occurs in the 

work environment and what occurs at home (Staines, 1980). It predicts a positive 

correlation between involvement in the work role and the involvement in the non-work 

role(s). For example, contentment at work leads to contentment at home. Staines theory is 
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cross-directional such that one’s personal life events can spill over and affect work. 

Spillover as described by Staines (1980) generally refers to its positive effects but 

negative spillover can also occur. Job stressors may negatively impact positive family 

interactions when family members must use their personal resources to assist the worker 

to manage the stress.  

Compensation Theory.  

Compensation theory is a direct rival of the spillover theory according to Staines 

(1980) and is based on an inverse relationship between work and home (Piotrkowski, 

1979). It asserts that where work does not provide fulfillment, fulfillment will be sought 

through non-work activities such as family and leisure. Piotrkowski is known for saying 

that employees “look to their homes as havens, [and] look to their families as sources of 

satisfaction lacking in the occupational sphere”. In other words, what may be lacking in 

one sphere, can be made up in the other (Guest, 2002). 

Instrumental Theory.  

Instrumental theory suggests that the work environment is a means by which 

things are obtained for use in the alternate environment. (Evans & Bartolome, 1984; 

Payton-Miyazaki & Brayfield, 1976). In this model, work is an activity which is engaged 

in for the sole purpose of providing resources for the enjoyment of life without regard to 

one’s job or career satisfaction. Guest (2002) provides a traditional example of an 

instrumental worker who will seek to maximize earnings, even at the price of undertaking 

a routine job and working long hours, to allow the purchase of a home or a car for a 

young family. 
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Conflict Theory.  

Conflict theory says that satisfaction or success in one environment requires 

sacrifices in the other. These two environments are incompatible because they have 

distinct norms and requirements (Evans & Bartolome, 1984; Greenhaus & Beutell, 1985; 

Payton-Miyazaki & Brayfield, 1976). This theory proposes that with high levels of 

demand in both work and non-work spheres, hard choices may have to be made which 

can lead to role conflict and role overload . 

Segmentation Theory.  

The segmentation theory hypothesizes that work and non-work are two distinct 

domains of life that are completely separate. That is, one does not affect the other in any 

way. Segmentation theory is one of the earliest views of the work-family relationship and 

dates back to 1960 (Blood &Wolfe, 1960). Blood and Wolfe, pioneers of this perspective, 

applied the concept to blue collar workers. They believed that workers in unsatisfying 

jobs would naturally separate work and home. However, this theory has long since been 

discounted due to Piotrkowski’s (1978) seminal work on systems of work and family life. 

It validated what other researchers had long proposed, that work and family are not 

separate without mutual effect and influence on each other.  

According to Guest (2002), there is growing interest in the conflict model, 

especially in dual-career families, although research on spillover and compensation 

models continue to be widely reported. The five dominant models of the relationships 

between work life and home life provide some useful insights into the differing 

perspectives of the meaning of work-life balance. These models serve as guides for 

researchers to ask questions about the causes of work-life balance difficulties and to 
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examine their impact on the well-being of one’s self and family. Only when these causes 

are known, can strategies be developed and implemented to improve and maintain the 

work-life balance of workers. 

Origination Of Work-Life Balance 

The term “Work-Life Balance” is relatively recent in origin. It was first used in 

the United Kingdom and United States in the late 1970s and 1980s, respectively. 

However, 1986 marks the marks the first published appearance of the term in the United 

States, (work and life balance) in the journal Industry Week from the article “Time to 

Diversity Your ‘Life Portfolio’?” by Tom Brown. The concept of work-life balance is 

believed to have originated as early as the 1800s in agricultural work. In 1874, the state 

of Massachusetts, known for its role as a labor law pioneer, enacted a law which limited 

the amount of time that women and children could work to a ten-hour day (Nutter, 2014). 

Later, the emphasis turned to industrial work during the turn of the 20th century. In 1980, 

the United States government started tracking workers’ hours and found that 

manufacturing employees worked a backbreaking 100 hours each week. With the help of 

Ford Motor Companies, the eight-hour work day was passed by Congress in 1926 (Ward, 

2017). A major turning point in the promotion of work-life balance policies offered by 

employers today was women entering the workforce. In the 1970s, large numbers of 

women began to re-enter the workforce because the “single-income household could no 

longer support a comfortable, middle-class lifestyle” (Baig, 2013). Women advocated for 

flexible schedules and maternity leave and brought work–life balance issues to the 

forefront. Today, work-life balance is an issue that affects both men and women and is 

driven by a set of diverse factors. 
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The Nature Of Work Has Changed 

The nature of work has changed in recent decades due to industrial restructuring, 

technological advancements, economic recessions and intensified global competition. In 

many cases, employees are expected to take on additional roles and responsibilities due to 

increasing pressure on organizational leaders to reduce expenses. Cost reductions often 

come in the form of downsizing or not replacing people when they leave the 

organization. Today's organizations and their employees need to be able to adjust quickly 

to an ever-changing world and the United States research enterprise is no exception. 

Changes have meant significant decreases in federal research funding, the life-blood of 

academic research institutions. In 2014, the National Science Foundation (NSF) reported 

that federal funding failed to outpace inflation for the third year in a row according to the 

Higher Education Research and Development Survey (HERD) survey. The HERD survey 

is the primary source of information on R&D expenditures at United States colleges and 

universities and is conducted by the National Center for Science and Engineering 

Statistics within the NSF. Between FY 2013 and 2014, federal funding for academic 

R&D declined more than 5%, and 11% since its peak in FY 2011. Although NSF 

reported slight up tics of 1.4% between FY 2015 and FY 2016 and 1.7% between FY 

2016 and FY 2017, the flattening out of federal funding has resulted in stiffened 

competition for federal grants among academic research institutions.  

In addition, federal regulatory compliance requirements continue to increase 

without adequate overhead compensation for the costs of implementing and enforcing 

new rules and regulations. The HERD survey data showed that unrecovered indirect costs 
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related to external R&D funding are steadily rising at a rate of 2.5% per year and totaled 

$5.2 billion in FY 2017. This represents a total increase of 13% since FY 2012.  

Academic research institutions must cope with these financial pressures as 

alternate sources of research funding are sought to bridge the gap. This has put increased 

strain on institutional leaders to continue to reduce expenses. As a result, many research 

administration departments have experienced significant reductions in staffing. Work-

related stress has become a serious concern for those working in the field of research 

administration today.  

What Is Stress? 

Hans Selye, a Hungarian-born scientist, is credited with having first coined the 

term “stress” in 1936, and defined it as “the non-specific response of the body to any 

demand for change”. According to the American Institute of Stress (AIS), it was apparent 

to Selye that that most people viewed stress as an unpleasant threat. This prompted Selye 

to create a new word, “stressor”, to distinguish stimulus from response. AIS emphasizes 

that most definitions of stress are put in a negative light, e.g., “a condition or feeling 

experienced when a person perceives that demands exceed the personal and social 

resources the individual is able to mobilize” and “a state of mental or emotional strain or 

tension resulting from adverse or very demanding circumstances”. However, they note 

that stress can also be positive when it motivates individuals to accomplish more and this 

positive aspect should be not be excluded from definitions of stress. Selye called this 

form of good stress “eustress” to differentiate it from “stress” which tends to be used 

synonymously with “distress”. 
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The repercussions of routine stress (distress) are commonly known and long-term 

stress is harmful to health. Or, rather it is how we react to stress that is the real problem 

(Schneiderman, 2005). According to The National Institutes of Mental Health, “over 

time, continued strain on your body from routine stress may contribute to serious health 

problems, such as heart disease, high blood pressure, diabetes, and other illnesses, as well 

as mental disorders like depression or anxiety”. These sentiments are echoed by the 

American Heart Association, Anxiety and Depression Association of America, and many 

others.  

 The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) defines work-related stress “the adverse 

reaction people have to excessive pressures or other types of demand placed on them”. 

HSE is a government agency responsible for the regulation and enforcement of 

workplace health, safety and welfare in Great Britain. While a certain level of stress is 

inherent in one’s employment, and it has been established that some stress is good, it is 

useful to examine some common job stressors to better understand their influence on the 

work-life balance of research administrators.  

Workplace Stressors 

Workload.  

Workload may well be the number one cause of work-place stress impacting 

employee work-life balance today as evidenced by work-life balance surveys conducted 

around the globe. Simply put, workload refers to the “volume of work expected of a 

person” (Encyclopedia of Behavioral Medicine). According to Wikens (2002), workload 

can be expressed by the formula: Time required to perform tasks / time available. When 

the ratio is greater than 1, work or role “overload” has occurred. Work overload may also 
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refer to the perception that one has too much to do (Leiter & Schaufeli, 1996). Therefore, 

work overload may be real or perceived. The recession, followed by cutbacks in federal 

financial support for research has left many research administration departments 

shorthanded. It is common practice not to replace colleagues that leave the institution and 

this has contributed to the growth in hefty workloads for research administrators. 

Work Intensity.  

Working hard can be thought of as having both a time component and an intensity 

component according to Burke, et al. (2009). They point out that work intensity is closely 

linked to effort and can be used to describe the intensity of effort put forth during the 

hours worked. Green (2001) described work effort as the rate of physical and mental 

energy put forth during the work day. Intensity may be measured through subjective 

responses to questions about the proportion of time spent working at very high speeds 

and to tight deadlines (Guest, 2002). Research administrators, especially those that work 

in pre-award, know well the amount of effort and mental energy it takes to prepare and 

submit grant proposals to meet strict sponsor deadlines. 

Availability Expectations.  

Many employees today report that employers’ expectations to be “on call” beyond 

traditional working hours are increasing and believe advances in technology are to blame. 

Technology has enabled society to be constantly connected to each other. “With just a 

click we're readily available on email, social networks, or text messages” (Klosowski, 

2012). The ability to engage in work-related communications from any location often 

leads individuals to feel obligated to respond to work texts and emails, whether or not it 
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is actually expected (Mazmanian, Yates, & Orlikowski , 2006). Some research 

institutions offer flexible work arrangements for research administrators. However, 

caution should be exercised as flexible work boundaries may result in work without 

boundaries (Leibowitz, 2018).  

Customer Service Expectations.  

Studies of customer service industries show that customer service employees experience 

high levels of role stress due to role conflict as identified by Kahn, Wolfe, Quinn, Snoek 

& Rosenthal (1964). Expectations of the organization and managers stressing operational 

efficiency may clash with the demands of customers who want problem resolution or 

satisfaction (de Ruyter, Wetzels, Feinberg, 2001). In the case of research administrators 

supporting principal investigators, role conflict may come in the form of trying to balance 

investigator wants and needs with adherence to institutional policies and regulatory 

guidelines. According to Netemeyer, Maxham, & Pullig, work-family conflicts may have 

their most pronounced effects in the stressful environment of customer service jobs 

because customer service employees may “take their jobs home with them” (2005). 

Institutional Culture.  

Organizations may foster employee work-life balance through policies and 

practices, such as taking time off work and flexible hours. On the other hand, it may 

demand and expect long hours and be intolerant of taking time off to deal with 

commitments and obligations outside of work such as home or family emergencies 

(Guest, 2002). Organizations which do not promote work-life-balance often have 

inflexible policies for taking time off putting pressure or stain on the employee in their 
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ability to manage work-life balance. Employers, including research institutions, must take 

joint responsibility for the care of their employees to help them maintain a healthy 

balance between work and life (Kumarasamy, Pangil & Isa, 2015). Kumarasamy et al. 

found a significant positive relationship between organizational support and work-life 

balance. 

Previous Research Studies On Work-Life Balance 

There have been many studies conducted on the work-life balance of workers 

over the last two decades and interest remains strong. Organizations utilize work-life 

balance surveys to better understand how they can strengthen employee loyalty and 

increase productivity. Their research is motivated by the desire to reduce costs associated 

with absenteeism and employee turnover. Individuals who feel they have good work-life 

balance work 21% harder than those who do not according to a survey from the 

Corporate Executive Board, a global research and advisory company representing 80% of 

Fortune 500 companies at the time. In addition, the report found that 33% were more 

likely to stay with the organization (Rampton, 2016).  

Researchers are also interested in workers’ work-life balance. There is a rapidly 

growing body of research being conducted today which has surveyed the work-life 

balance of specific employee populations across various countries, governments, 

industries, and professions. Professions associated with high levels of stress are of 

particular interest to health researchers due to a number of negative implications 

associated with stress-related reactions such as high blood pressure, cardiovascular 

disease, and depression.  
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The only known published studies on research administrators and work-life 

balance are the Research Administrators Stress Perception Surveys (RASPerS) conducted 

by Shambrook, et al. in 2007, 2010, and 2015. The initial study targeted Research 

Administration Listserv (RESADM-L) members and received more than 600 responses. 

RESADM-L is a forum supported by Health Research Incorporated which allows 

industry professionals from universities, hospitals, and government and non-profits to 

share information with their peers. The primary purpose of the 2007 study was to 

provoke self-examination as a health promotion tool and is believed to be the first survey 

to present a detailed characterization of a research administrator’s stress perception and 

health behavior profile (Shambrook & Brawman-Mintzer, 2007). The study focused on a 

number of factors, including perceived feelings of negligence in other areas of life due to 

work demands and adequacy of resources to satisfactorily accomplish the job in a 40-

hour work week. Forty-five percent of research administrators reported frequent neglect 

of family and social relationships in order to meet the demands of their jobs and 66% 

indicated they did not have sufficient resources to complete their job in a 40-hour work-

week. Thirty percent reported sufficient resources and 4% reported neither sufficient nor 

insufficient resources (Shambrook & Brawman-Mintzer, 2007).  

The RASPerS study was repeated in 2010 to compare the responses of research 

administrators with those from the 2007 survey. It surveyed over 1,100 research 

administrators belonging to the National Council of University Research Administrators 

(NCURA) and represented nationwide membership. NCURA is an organization of 

individuals with professional interests in the administration of sponsored programs 

(research, education and training), primarily at colleges and universities. Fifty-seven 
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percent of research administrators reported interference of work demands with home and 

family life. This was a statistically significant increase of 12% in work/family conflict 

between 2007 (45%) and 2010 according to Shambrook (2012). In addition, the 

percentage reporting adequate resources to perform their job in a 40-hour work week 

declined from 30% to 25% between 2007 and 2010. Although the overall percentage of 

those reporting moderate to extremely high work stress remained relatively unchanged, 

the study found research administrators reporting extremely high stress rose from 16% in 

2007 to 23% in 2010 (Shambrook, 2012).  

The 2015 RASPerS survey continued the study to determine if the 2010 increase 

in high work stress was an anomaly or an indication of an upward trend. It also continued 

its investigation of the association between high levels of work stress with work-life 

balance. A notice was distributed to the RESADM-L membership (as it did for the 2007 

study) and again more than 600 surveys were completed. The 2015 study findings 

indicated that interference of work demands with home and family life did not 

significantly change between 2010 and 2015 (57% and 56%, respectively). Thirty-five 

percent of research administrators reported adequate resources to perform their jobs 

within the 40-hour work week. This was an improvement of 10% from the 2010 

RASPerS report which reported 25% and a 5% improvement from the 2007 RASPerS 

report which reported 30%. The 2015 survey also reported a decline in the number of 

research administrators reporting extremely high work stress. The research conducted by 

Shambrook et al. shows strong evidence that higher levels of work stress are associated 

with greater work interference with home and family life and increased work hours. They 
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concluded that higher levels of work stress are associated with poor work-life balance 

(Shambrook et al., 2015).  

The RASPerS surveys primarily examined work stress levels and their association 

with the health behaviors of research administrators. In contrast, this current research 

study is the first to provide an exclusive focus on work-life balance for research 

administrators. First, it queried research administrators directly as to whether their work-

life balance had changed rather than making inferences about work-life balance from a 

set of two general factors. Second, the study design measured changes in work-life 

balance within the same population sample to provide more definite information about 

the cause-and-effect of relationships associated with work-life balance. Lastly, it 

provided a set of five specific factors found in the present literature to serve as predictors 

of change in work-life balance for research administrators. 
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Chapter IV. 

Problem Statement 

There is strong evidence which shows that the profession of research 

administration is perceived as stressful career and it is well documented that work-related 

stress is widely accepted as a major determinant of employee work-life balance. A few 

previous studies have examined the impact of perceived work stress on the health 

behavior profile and work/family balance of research administrators, but these have not 

focused on work-life balance as a direct outcome. To date, there has been no research 

conducted which has successfully measured the change in work-life balance of research 

administrators. Any changes or shifts in the work-life balance of research administrators 

is currently unknown.  
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Chapter V. 

Methodology 

A survey instrument was developed specifically for the target population which 

consisted of self-identified research administrators using Google Forms. Google Forms is 

a web-based application used to create forms for data collection purposes. The research 

administrators are members of Collaborate NCURA, a subset of the National Council of 

Research Administrators (NCURA). Collaborate NCURA is a professional networking 

platform which allows members to easily interact and communicate online through 

discussion boards. The survey was submitted to the Homewood IRB at Johns Hopkins 

University. It was categorized as being exempt from review of the full committee and 

was approved and assigned protocol number HIRB0000891817440. 

Initially, the survey was intended for posting on multiple Collaborate NCURA 

community forums, of which there are 44 in total. However, further research revealed 

that a member may belong to as many as seven different communities at the same time. 

Posting to multiple communities would have created significant overlap and perhaps even 

violate the Collaborate NCURA Code of Conduct Rules. The Rules state that messages or 

documents should be posted “only to the most appropriate lists” with a warning not to 

spam several lists or libraries with the same message. Instead, the questionnaire titled 

“Work-life Balance in the Research Administration Environment”, was distributed via 

email to individuals listed in the Collaborate NCURA Member Directory. An advanced 

member search was conducted to capture only those research administrators working in 

the United States, which is the primary focus of this study. The search was further refined 

to exclude those who identified their institution type as Consulting/Software or Federal 
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Government. The search yielded 1,909 potential study participants. Based on low 

response rates for external surveys of between 10% and 15%, the expectation was to 

receive a maximum return of 286 (1,909 x 15%) completed surveys (Fryrear, 2015). 

The survey was emailed out to the list of targeted members using a Google Forms 

link to the survey contained in the body of the email. Because the survey was 

anonymous, it was not possible to tell which members had responded. The questionnaire 

and recruitment materials are shown in Appendix 1. 

 The work-life questionnaire consisted of 3 sections:  

1. Demographics 

a. Type of current position 

b. Years worked in current position 

c. Organizational unit 

d. Size of research institution (research expenditures) 

e. Gender 

f. Age 

2. Changes in Work Environment 

a. Workload 

b. Work intensity 

c. Availability expectations 

d. Customer service expectations 

e. Institutional culture 

3. Work-Life Balance 

a. Change in work-life balance  
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b. Current work-life balance rating 

c. Optional opportunity to share comments on work-life balance 

Questions were structured using a 5-point Likert Scale for dependent and 

independent variables. 

Table 1. Dependent and Independent Variables 

Variables Type 

Work-life Balance Dependent 

Workload Independent 

Work Intensity Independent 

Availability Expectations Independent 

Customer Service Expectations Independent 

Institutional Culture Independent 

 

Table 2. 5-Point Likert Scale 

1 2 3 4 5 

Decreasing 
greatly 

Decreasing 
slightly 

Staying the 
same 

Increasing 
slightly 

Increasing 
greatly 
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Chapter IV. 

Results 

Demographic Information 

Of the 1,909 surveys emailed to participants, 84 (4.4%) were rejected as 

undeliverable. A total of 339 participants responded to the survey which represents a 

response rate of 18%. Research administrators were asked to provide demographic 

information. The following figures show the demographics of research administrators 

who completed the Work-life Balance in the Research Administration Environment 

survey by current position, years in position, organizational unit, size of institution, 

gender, age and current work-life balance. 

Figure 1. Demographics – Current Position 

 

The research findings show that 45% of research administrators are managers and 

directors followed by analysts/accountants and leadership at 16% and 10%, respectively. 

23% reported their current position as Other.  
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Figure 2. Demographics – Years in Current Position 

 

The majority of research administrators (53%) have been in their current job position for 

less than 5 years. 28% have been in the same position for 5 to 10 years, 14% for 11 to 20 

years, and 5% have worked in their current job position for more than 20 years.  

Figure 3. Demographics – Organizational Work Unit 

 

The study found that over half (52%) of research administrators work in central 

administration units performing pre-award or post-award activities, or both. In contrast, 

42% of research administrators are working at the college, center, or department levels. 

6% reported their organization unit as Other. 
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Figure 4. Demographics – Size of Institution in Federal Funding 

 

Study findings indicate that research administrators were evenly represented based on 

the size of their institution which was defined according to the amount of federal dollars 

they receive for conducting federally-sponsored research.  

Figure 5. Demographics – Gender 

 

83% of research administrators are female which is consistent with previous studies. 

Males represented only 16% of research administrators, and 1% declined to answer.  
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Figure 6. Demographics – Age 

 

The research shows that the age groups of research administrator are well distributed 

across all categories except for the under 24 group. Only 1 research administrator that 

responded to the survey was less than 24 years old. 60% of research administrator are 

age 45 or older. 2% preferred not to answer the question. 

Figure 7. Demographics – Current Work-life Balance 

 

73% of research administrators reported they have acceptable to very good work-life 

balance. 10% reported work-life balance as very good and 28% said their work-life 

balance was good. The remaining 27% of research administrators reported their work-
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life balance as poor or very poor with very poor only accounting for 7% of the total 

sample. 

Data Analysis 

Analysis of the data was performed using the statistical program RegressIt. 

RegressIt is an Excel add-in which performs parametric tests, including multivariate 

descriptive data analysis and linear regression analysis, with table and chart output in 

Excel format. One of the primary assumptions of parametric tests such as the t-test, 

Pearson’s correlation, and linear regression is that continuous dependent variables are 

normally distributed. In a normal distribution, referred to as the “bell curve”, most of the 

data will cluster around the mean. Although Likert data is ordinal and not continuous, 

parametric techniques have become widely accepted by many for analyzing Likert data 

because they tend to give the “the right answer” even when the assumptions of a normal 

distribution are violated (Norman, 2010). While parametric tests can be used to analyze 

Likert responses, Sullivan & Artino (2013) believe that means are of limited value to 

describe the data, unless the data has a classic normal distribution.  

Testing of the Dependent Variable for Normality 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics 

 

Descriptive statistics were obtained using a statistical model in RegressIt. Table 3 

shows that the difference of 0.077 between the mean and median, for the dependent 

Variable      # Fitted Mean Median Std.Dev. Min Max Skew ness Kurtosis

X1_WORKLOAD 339 4.215 4.000 0.841 1.000 5.000 -0.964 0.686

X3_AVAILABILITY_EXP 339 3.596 3.000 0.838 1.000 5.000 0.270 -0.288

X4_CUSTOMER_SERVICE_EXP 339 3.997 4.000 0.885 1.000 5.000 -0.303 -0.792

X5_INSTITUTIONAL_SUPPORT 339 3.112 3.000 0.900 1.000 5.000 -0.370 0.655

Y_CHANGE_IN_WLB 339 3.077 3.000 1.192 1.000 5.000 -0.149 -0.788



 

26 

variable, change in work-life balance, is not material because the mean and median of a 

normal distribution are equal. Skewness and kurtosis factors are other measures which 

test for normal distribution. Skewness is a measure of the asymmetry of the distribution 

of a variable and kurtosis is a measure of the peakedness of a distribution. The z-values 

of -0.l49 and -0.788, respectively, indicate a near normal distribution. For both measures, 

a perfectly normal distribution will return a z-value of 0. A negative skew value means 

that the tail on the left side of the distribution is longer than the right side and the bulk of 

the values lie to the right of the mean. Figure 8 is a histogram which provides a visual 

representation of the distribution for Change in Work-life Balance.  

Figure 8. Histogram of Dependent Variable - Change in Work-life Balance. 

 

The histogram shows that the change in work-life balance of research administrators is 

almost evenly distributed by thirds. 109, or 32%, reported that their work-life balance is 

staying the same. 30% reported that their work-life balance is decreasing (left) and 38% 

reported an increase in work-life balance (right). 
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Distribution of the Independent Variables 

Figure 9. Histogram of Change in Workload 

 

The frequency distribution for Change in Workload shows that 278, or 82% of research 

administrators reported that their workloads are increasing and more than half of these 

reported that workloads are greatly increasing. 44% of all research administrators who 

participated in the survey indicated their workloads have greatly increased. 

Figure 10. Histogram of Change in Work Intensity 

 

The distribution for Change in Work Intensity indicates there has been a substantial 

increase in the pace of work performed by research administrators. 80% reported their 

work intensity has increased. However, more than half of these reported the increase was 

only slight and 16% reported no change. The 126 research administrators that reported a 

great increase in work intensity represents more than one third of all respondents. 

Figure 11. Histogram of Change in Availability Expectations 
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The frequency distribution for Availability Expectations shows that 173 research 

administrators reported expectations to be available for work during off-hours has stayed 

the same. This represents just over half at 51%. With the exception of very small group of 

research administrators (3%) that reported their availability expectations have 

decreased, the remaining 46% experienced an increase. Approximately 1 out of 5 

research administrators reported that availability expectations have greatly increased. 

Figure 12. Histogram of Change in Customer Service Expectations 

 

Frequencies for Likert responses Staying the Same, Increasing Slightly, and Increasing 

Greatly were more or less evenly distributed in response to whether Customer Service 

Expectations had changed. 66% of research administrators reported that expectations to 

provide high customer service standards have increased. More than half of these 

reported customer service expectations had greatly increased. 

Figure 13. Histogram of Change in Institutional Culture 
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187 or 55% of research administrators reported that their institutions’ culture to promote 
work-life balance has stayed the same. 16% reported a decrease in Change in 

Institutional Culture at their current workplace. At the other end of the scale, 29% 

reported an increase in their institutions efforts to improve work-life balance for research 

administrators, although the change was mostly slight (80 v. 18). 

Testing of the Regression Model 

R-squared 

 The regression model returned an R-squared value of 0.028. R-squared is 

a goodness-of-fit measure for linear regression models and indicates the percentage of 

variance in the dependent variable that the independent variables explain collectively. R-

squared is always between 0 and 100%. An R-squared value of 0.028 indicates the 

regression model only explains 2.8% of the variability of the response data around its 

mean. A low R-squared still can provide valuable information about the response even 

though the data points fall further from the regression line, although with less precision. 

This may be problematic where precise predictions are needed. Generally, the higher the 

R-squared, the better the study model fits the data. However, even when an R-squared 

value is low, low p-values correctly identify significant relationships between the 

individual predictors and the dependent variable (The Minitab Blog, 2014). 
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F-test  

While R-squared provides an estimate of the strength of the relationship between 

the study model and the response variable, it does not provide a formal hypothesis test for 

the relationship. The overall F-test determines whether the relationship is statistically 

significant. An F-test in multiple regression assesses all coefficients simultaneously. The 

F-test of the overall significance compares a model with no predictors to the study model. 

A regression model that contains no predictors is also known as an intercept-only model. 

The two hypotheses for the F-test of the overall significance are:  

• Null hypothesis: The fit of the intercept-only model and the study model 

are equal. 

• Alternative hypothesis: The fit of the intercept-only model is significantly 

reduced compared to the study model. 

The initial p-value of 0.090 for the F-test of overall significance was greater than 

the significance level of 0.05 used for this study. However, when the independent 

variable, change in work intensity, was removed from the model, its p-value of 0.049 met 

the test for significance. Coefficient p-values can help to determine which terms to keep 

in the regression model. Change in work intensity had the highest p-value with a p-value 

of 0.983. Using the modified model, the null hypothesis was rejected because the 

relationship between the model and the dependent variable were shown to be statistically 

significant. It should be noted that the R-squared value of 0.028 did not change using the 

modified model.  

Testing of the Independent Variables 



 

31 

Pearson’s Correlation  

A correlation matrix is a table which shows the Pearson’s correlation coefficient, 

or Pearson’s r, between variables. Each cell shows the relationship between two 

variables. The correlation coefficient r measures the strength and direction of a linear 

relationship between two variables on a scatterplot. The stronger the association, the 

closer the coefficient r will be to -1 and +1. 

Table 4. Correlation Matrix  

 

The correlation heat map matrix, as shown in Table 4, shows the relationships 

between the variables by color and color intensity. Blue indicates a positive relationship 

while red is negatively associated. The darker the color, the stronger the association. All 

independent variables were found to be weakly correlated with change in work-life 

balance. However, if a sample size is large enough ( >100), a weak correlation is 

considered reliable and can be statistically significant. Change in availability expectations 

has the most meaningful relationship with dependent variable change in work-life 

balance. An r value of -0.120 indicates a negative association. That is, as change in 

availability expectations increases, change in work-life balance decreases. The r value of 

0.102 for change in institutional culture and change in work-life balance is positively 

associated. Therefore, when change in institutional culture increases, change in work-life 

balance also increases. The strongest correlations were found between the independent 

variable, change in availability, with both change in workload and change in customer 

(n=339)

Variable       X1_WORKLOAD

X1_WORKLOAD 1.000       X3_AVAILABILITY_EXP

X3_AVAILABILITY_EXP 0.405 1.000       X4_CUSTOMER_SERVICE_EXP

X4_CUSTOMER_SERVICE_EXP 0.287 0.381 1.000       X5_INSTITUTIONAL_CULTURE

X5_INSTITUTIONAL_CULTURE -0.067 -0.120 -0.085 1.000       Y_CHANGE_IN_WLB

Y_CHANGE_IN_WLB 0.007 -0.120 0.000 0.102 1.000
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service expectations. R values were 0.405 and 0.381, respectively. In regression analysis 

this is called "multicollinearity" and refers to predictors that are correlated with other 

predictors indicating redundancy in the variables.  

P-values 

Relationships between variables were also assessed for significance by analyzing 

their p-values. The p-value tells how unlikely a given correlation coefficient r will occur 

given no relationship in the population. In other words, p-values evaluate how well the 

sample data support the argument that the null hypothesis is true. A small p-value, 

typically ≤ 0.05, indicates strong evidence against the null hypothesis. P-values were 

obtained by running the multiple regression model for all independent variables. 

Research Hypotheses. 

H1 If workload is increasing, work-life balance will be decreasing. 

H2 If expectations for work availability are increasing, work-life balance will be 

decreasing. 

H3 If expectations to provide high customer service standards are increasing, 

work-life balance will be decreasing. 

H4 If institutional culture to promote work-life balance is increasing, work-life 

balance will be increasing. 

Null Hypothesis. 

H0 There is no relationship between the independent variable and change in work-

life balance. 
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Table 5. P-values for Independent Variables 

 

As shown in Table 5 above, the only variable that successfully met the p-value 

test criteria of ≤ 0.05 was change in availability expectations with a p-value of 0.015. 

Therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected and the alternative hypothesis, H2, was 

accepted. For all other independent variables, the null hypothesis was not rejected and the 

alternative hypotheses (H1, H3, and H4) were not accepted. Only change in availability 

expectations demonstrated a statistically significant relationship with change in work-life 

balance.  

Conclusion 

A high degree of multicollinearity was found between the independent variables 

which created overlap. Although some multicollinearity in multiple regression is 

allowable, it increases the standard errors of the variables which can make them 

statistically insignificant when they should be significant. However, it should be noted 

that when variables with high multicollinearity were removed from the regression model 

one-at-a-time and re-tested, no additional variables met the p-test for significance. The 

main finding of the regression analysis was that change in availability is a predictor for 

change in work-life balance. Although its correlation coefficient was not strong, it was 

the only independent variable shown to be statistically significant.  

Variable P -value

 Constant 0.000

X1_WORKLOAD 0.309

X3_AVAILABILITY_EXP 0.015

X4_CUSTOMER_SERVICE_EXP 0.413

X5_INSTITUTIONAL_CULTURE 0.091
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The research findings reveal that changes that in workload, work intensity, and 

customer service expectations are greatly increasing for a significant number of research 

administrators, but these have no meaningful relationship to their change in work-life 

balance, as previously believed. In fact, 70% of research administrators self-reported that 

their work-life balance has either stayed the same or has improved. The current state of 

research administrators’ work-life balance is also informative. Seventy-three percent of 

research administrators self-reported they have acceptable to very good work-life 

balance. The research shows that the work-life balance of most research administrators is 

not decreasing, even though work demands are increasing. This may be due in part to 

factors such as financial benefits, career advancement, and job satisfaction which have 

been shown to mediate the relationship between work stress and one’s perception of 

work-life balance. It may also be that many researcher administrators are adept at 

practicing coping and management strategies which mitigate work stress, thereby 

allowing them to achieve better work-life balance.  

This study contains two main limitations. First, the sample of participants does 

not fully represent the entire United States population of research administrators. The 

survey was limited to Collaborate NCURA members, and therefore, it excluded NCURA 

members which did not join the Collaborate NCURA community. Furthermore, it did not 

survey members of other professional organizations which also include research 

administrators, such as the Society of Research Administrators. Second, it is possible that 

research administrators with poor work-life balance did not have time to take the survey 

which could have skewed the results. 
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Through this research, I have discovered that overall research administrators have 

a fairly healthy work-life balance. The direction of future research will investigate further 

changes in work-life balance for this group by repeating the survey to identify the 

existence of any emerging trends. Future research will also examine mediating factors to 

determine the extent to which these impact the perception of work-life balance for 

research administrators. It is important to understand how a significant number of 

research administrators are able to keep their work-life balance in check despite 

significant increases reported in workload, work intensity, and customer service 

expectations. This information will be beneficial for those research administrators 

desiring to maintain or improve their current work-life balance in the high-stress work 

environment of research administration. 
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Appendix 1. 

Research Survey Questionnaire 
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Appendix 2. 

Recruitment Materials 

SURVEY INVITATION EMAIL 

 

Subject Line: THESIS SURVEY: Is Your Work-life Balance Getting Better or Worse? 

Body of Post: 

Welcome NCURA Collaborate Member! 

My name is Lisa Costan and I am inviting you to participate in a research study called "Work-life 

Balance in the Research Administration Environment".  

As you well know, a career in Research Administration can be extremely challenging and 

requires one to continually balance competing priorities. The purpose of this research is to 

measure the change in work-life balance of research administrators.  

Estimated time to complete: approximately 5 minutes. Click on the link and begin the survey 

now! Link:  

Thank you for your contribution to this very important research! 
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Appendix 3. 

Institutional Review Board Determination Letter 
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