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Abstract 

Failure to manage the well-being and work-life balance of railway workers 

may result in an increased risk to train safety and employees’ health. This arti-

cle reports the findings of a study that measured positive well-being and 

work-life balance, and identified the factors affecting these among UK railway 

staff. On the whole, staff who perceived high levels of control and support had 

a better work-life balance and an increased sense of well-being. A positive 

personality was associated with positive well-being both at work and outside 

of work. 
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1. Introduction 

Railway workers usually work under a heavy workload and have irregular work 

hours. Due to the nature of the railway industry, the majority do shiftwork (e.g. 

early-morning shifts that start before 6:00 a.m. or night shifts that end after 4:00 

a.m.), and they are often exposed to noise or fumes at work.These job character-

istics may damage workers’ personal well-being, either at work or outside work. 

Improving train staff’s well-being not only benefits their personal health, but 

also reduces the risk of the train safety problems. 

“Well-being” can be understood as how people feel, either in their personal 

life or at work, and how they evaluate their lives as a whole [1]. Earlier research 

on well-being has largely been focused on negative states, such as anxiety, de-

pression and stress [2]. However, in later studies, positive well-being was also 

considered an important element of well-being as a whole. Positive well-being 

includes positive experiences and subjective judgements. It is commonly repre-

sented broadly by happiness and satisfaction [3]. Social support [4] and person-
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ality [5] have been found to play important roles in positive well-being. 

Previous research on well-being at work has focused on job characteristics, 

such as job demands, and job support/control. Nonetheless, it is also important 

to measure individual characteristics, such as personality and healthy lifestyle. A 

model that accounts for both is the demands, resources, and individual effects 

(DRIVE) model [6], which was used in the present research. This model includes 

both job characteristics and individual characteristics that may influence 

well-being outcomes. 

Positive well-being at work is predicted by a positive personality [7], and job 

support and control [8]. Negative job characteristics, such as high job demands 

and a poor working environment, are, in turn, associated with impaired 

well-being either at work or in family life, and with a negative work-life balance 

[9]. The negative work-life balance (also called work-life conflict) represents an 

incompatibility between work and personal life due to limited resources, such as 

time and energy. It has been associated with decreased well-being, including re-

duced job and life satisfaction, and decreased life happiness [10] [11]. 

To manage and improve their well-being, it is necessary to establish a profile 

of well-being among staff members working in the rail industry. This study aims 

to examine positive well-being and work-life balance, and to identify the risk 

factors that affect these, among UK railway staff. The purpose is also to build a 

picture of the relationship between positive well-being at work and positive 

well-being outside of work. 

2. Method 

2.1. Ethical Approval 

This study has been reviewed and approved by the School of Psychology Re-

search Ethics Committee at Cardiff University. It was carried out with the in-

formed consent of the participants. 

2.2. Participants 

Participants were recruited from a train company in the UK, and 1067 of them 

completed the questionnaires (N = 1067, mean (±SD) age = 44.25 ± 10.763 yr.), 

with a response rate of approximately 50%. The participants carried out a range 

of jobs, mainly including conductors, drivers, station workers, engineers, ad-

ministrator, managers, at-seat catering stewards and controllers. 

2.3. Materials 

Due to practical constraints, a short survey with single item questions was used 

in the occupational context because it was quick and easy to administer, and it 

posed minimal disruption to the workers. This survey ran from 27 April to 18 

May 2015. 

The well-being questionnaire used in the present study was the Smith 

Well-being Questionnaire (SWELL) [8]. The items in SWELL were derived from 

the Well-being Process Questionnaire (WPQ), a single-item scale. Previous re-
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searchers have confirmed the validity and reliability of such single-item 

well-being measures [8] [9] [12]. They allow for the identification of overall risk 

and well-being while saving time in comparison with multi-item measures. 

The SWELL questionnaire consists of 26 single-item questions from the WPQ 

and takes about 15 minutes to complete. Most questions were on a 10-point 

scale, and the remainder were yes–no questions. The survey consisted of two 

sections based on the DRIVE model and WPQ. The first section measured re-

spondents’ personal details (e.g. age, gender and job role), individual character-

istics, and work characteristics. Participants were asked to state to what extent 

they had a healthy lifestyle, and a positive personality. The questions about work 

characteristics included job demands, job control and support, working envi-

ronment (levels of noise and fumes), and whether participants worked in shifts. 

The second section, which measured well-being outcomes, included positive 

well-being (i.e. job satisfaction, happiness at work, life satisfaction, and happi-

ness outside work) and work-life balance. 

2.4. Procedure 

The questionnaire began by providing participants with information about the 

study, which was followed by an informed consent form. Participants were free 

to withdraw from the survey at any point. Also, they were told that they were 

free to not respond to those questions that they felt uncomfortable to answer. 

The participants then completed a paper questionnaire with 26 questions. Upon 

completion, the participants were debriefed about the survey. 

2.5. Statistical Analyses 

A few participants did not fully complete the questionnaire. Such incomplete 

questionnaires were kept in the data analysis. Descriptive analysis examined the 

frequency of responses. Then, the variables were dichotomised into high/low 

groups (usually by using the thresholds; e.g. above thresholds for high group). 

Logistic regressions were then performed to uncover which factors predicted 

positive well-being outcomes and work-life balance, and to test for possible in-

teraction effects. 

3. Results 

3.1. Descriptive Statistics 

The frequencies for each variable are shown in Table 1. Comparing across the 

variables, the sample had generally higher scores on control and support, and 

lower scores on exposure to noise, vibration and fumes. Nearly three-quarters 

(74.9%) of the participants did shift work. In terms of well-being outcomes, the 

sample showed high satisfaction and happiness, both at work and outside work. 

The workers’ work-life balance, however, was generally poor. 

Very few of the participants rated their personality or health behaviours nega-

tively (both had a threshold of 4). It may be because people are unable to judge  
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for each variable using the single-item measures. 

Variable Na 
Frequency Above  

Threshold 
% Above Threshold 

Health Lifestyle 1064 914 85.9% 

Positive Personality 1067 1000 93.7% 

Job Demands 1063 582 54.4% 

Job Control and Support 1063 941 88.5% 

Exposure to Noise 1065 499 46.9% 

Exposure to Fumes 1064 411 38.6% 

Job Satisfaction 1065 970 92.1% 

Happiness at Work 1064 985 92.6% 

Life Satisfaction 1067 977 91.6% 

Happiness Outside Work 1065 1009 94.7% 

Negative Work-life Balance 1062 532 50.1% 

a. N is different for each because incomplete questionnaires were kept. 

 

these characteristic in themselves. The two individual characteristic factors, 

therefore, were re-categorised by using median splits, instead of thresholds, in 

the following analysis. 

3.2. Dichotomised Variables 

The individual scores for the variables used in the following analysis were cate-

gorised as high or low using thresholds. For example, job satisfaction scores 

above the threshold were categorised as “high job satisfaction,” while the others 

were categorised as “low job satisfaction.” As noted earlier, a median split was 

used to recode both positive personality (M = 8, range = 1 to 10) and healthy 

lifestyle (M = 7, range = 1 to 10) into high/low groups. 

3.3. Predictors of Outcomes 

Logistic regressions were run to uncover the predictors of high/low well-being 

and negative work-life balance outcomes. The results show that a positive per-

sonality and high levels of job support/control were significant predictors of 

positive well-being, including job satisfaction, life satisfaction, happiness at 

work, and happiness outside work. Other than these two predictors, high noise 

levels affected job satisfaction, doing shiftwork significantly reduced happiness 

at work, and a healthy lifestyle increased life satisfaction (all p’s < 0.05). 

The results also show that negative work-life balance was significantly pre-

dicted by most job characteristics examined, including high noise levels, doing 

shiftwork, high job demands, and low job support/control. Neither positive per-

sonality nor healthy lifestyle was shown to influence the negative work-life bal-

ance. 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

The results of this study are in line with work of the previous researchers using 
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other professional group samples, such as academics [13] and business out-

sourcing staff [8]. Most staff members surveyed were satisfied with their jobs 

and general life. Work-life balance, however, was generally poor. The results 

show that an optimistic personality and high levels of job support/control were 

the strongest predictors of job satisfaction, life satisfaction, happiness at work, 

and happiness outside work. A healthy lifestyle also increased life satisfaction. 

This confirms that positive characteristics predict positive well-being outcomes. 

In turn, negative job characteristics were damaging to positive well-being at 

work. High noise levels in the work environment resulted in lower job satisfac-

tion, and doing shift work significantly reduced happiness at work. 

Negative work-life balance can be found in both directions: the effect of work 

on life and the effect of life on work. In this study, it was significantly predicted 

by most of the job characteristics examined, including both lack of positive fea-

tures (e.g. job support/control) and the presence of negative features (e.g. high 

job demands, shift work, high noise levels), but not by personal characteristics. 

This indicates that the job was interfering with life outside work. However, there 

was no evidence that life outside of work was interfering with the job as well. 

The present study involved a short analysis using SWELL to measure positive 

well-being outcomes and to identify their key predictors in an occupational con-

text. This methodology could easily be applied to further studies, such as meas-

uring the effects of job or individual characteristics on negative well-being out-

comes. Moreover, work-life balance was found to be predicted by multiple risk 

factors, which suggests that additive effects of the risk factors might exist. A 

combined-effects approach [14] could be adopted to examine these effects. In 

addition, in future studies, the negative work-life balance could be increased to 

two items; one that measures work’s influence on life and another life’s influence 

on work. 

This study examined positive well-being and work-life balance, and identified 

the factors affecting these among UK railway staff. The results confirm that posi-

tive characteristics predict positive well-being both at work and outside of work, 

while work-life balance is predicted by both the absence of positive and presence 

of negative job characteristics. 
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