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Leisure experience during free time has many benefits yet employed college 
students have limited available free time. Utilizing semi-structured inter-
views (N=34) during the spring and fall of 2017, this study explored free 
time experiences of college students employed on campus. Interviews were 
transcribed, coded, and analyzed by a team of three researchers. Findings 
revealed that leisure experiences during both unstructured and structured 
free time varied based on leisure skills and knowledge. The findings high-
lighted areas in need of future research regarding how college students em-
ployed on campus negotiate leisure experiences during free time. 
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A traditional college student’s (under 
age 24; Center for Institutional Ef-
fectiveness, 2004)  “work” is typically 

thought of as academic work, but due to in-
creases in college tuition, cost of living, and 
time to degree, college student work also 
means paid work for many students. For 
instance, 43% of full-time undergraduate 
students were employed in 2017 (College 
Student Employment, 2017). Since many 
college students are responsible for aca-
demic work and employed work, the impact 
of employment on college students needs to 
be better understood. 

Researchers have suggested that college 
students who worked between 10 and 20 
hours on campus remained more involved 
with the campus community and reported 
higher levels of academic success and per-
sistence compared to those who worked off 
campus or were unemployed (Astin, 1993; 
Bozick, 2007; Elling & Elling, 2000; Glea-
son, 1993). On-campus employment re-
search has generally focused on the rela-
tionship between employment and student 
outcomes such as GPA, campus involve-
ment, and hours worked. However, other 
relationships such as free time and leisure 
experiences are also worth exploring since 
research suggests that college students 
who are uninvolved in structured activities 
experience boredom and develop negative 
leisure behaviors (Panek, 2014; Shinew & 
Parry, 2005). These experiences might also 
contribute to campus engagement, academ-
ic success, and persistence to degree com-
pletion. Since previous research has shown 
that on-campus employment might be more 
beneficial than both off-campus employ-
ment and unemployment in terms of aca-
demic success and extracurricular involve-
ment, this study, as a part of a larger study, 
explored experiences with on-campus em-
ployment, extracurricular involvement, and 
leisure experiences during structured and 
unstructured free time.

Literature Review
College students reportedly have more 

free time, specifically time outside of aca-
demics, extracurricular activities, and em-
ployed work, than they have had in the past 
(Babcock & Marks, 2010). Full-time univer-
sity and college students spend on average 
four to six hours a day on “other” and “lei-
sure and sports” activities (Bureau of La-
bor Statistics, 2014). However, employed 
students arguably have less discretionary 
free time than their unemployed peers. For 
instance, 43% of traditional full-time col-
lege students were employed at least part 
time in 2017 with 15% of those employed 
working less than 20 hours per week and 
27% working 20 or more hours per week 
(College Student Employment, 2017). The 
amount of free time availability and how it is 
used varies based on academic obligations, 
employment hours, and whether they are 
employed on or off campus. 

Research regarding college student em-
ployment and free time use is contradictory. 
Astin (1993) found that students who are 
employed on campus between 10 and 20 
hours per week are more likely to be in-
volved in campus clubs and organizations 
and remain more connected to the campus 
environment than their peers who are ei-
ther unemployed or employed off campus 
(Astin, 1993). These findings suggest that 
students employed on campus are more 
likely to use their free time for campus in-
volvement related activities. Yet, Kulm and 
Cramer (2006) reported that student em-
ployment acted as a barrier to participation 
in non-academic and non-work activities. 
Elling and Elling (2000) found that work-
ing 30 hours or more per week negatively 
impacted participation in student clubs and 
organizations. Research on college student 
employment remains contradictory due to 
the unique nuances that exist individually 
and contextually (Riggert, Boyle, Petrosko, 
Ash, & Parkins, 2006), yet based on these 
studies, on-campus employment impacts 
free time use.

Leisure is often discussed as free time 
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(Kelly & Freysinger, 2000; Garcia & Ruiz, 
2015), which can be split between struc-
tured (e.g., organized extracurricular activ-
ities) and unstructured time. Leisure during 
unstructured and structured free time ac-
tivities facilitates opportunities to improve 
physical, social, and emotional well-being 
(Kelly & Freysinger, 2000). Furthermore, in-
volvement in structured free time activities, 
such as extracurricular activities, is associ-
ated with improved academic performance 
and enhanced cognitive, physical, and psy-
chosocial developmental outcomes among 
college students (Eccles, Barber, Stone, & 
Hunt, 2003; Mahony & Vest, 2012). 

Yet in order to gain the most from one’s 
free time, it is helpful to have specific lei-
sure skills and interests. For instance, for 
those college students who have few lei-
sure skills and interests, boredom during 
unstructured free time can occur which can 
lead to alcohol and substance use as well as 
sedentary behaviors like watching TV and 
surfing the internet (Panek, 2014; Shinew 
& Parry, 2005). College students who en-
gage in structured free time activities, how-
ever, experience boredom less than those 
who have more passive free time experienc-
es which can be attributed to one’s inability 
to manage free time (Hickerson & Beggs, 
2007; Wang, Wu, Wu, & Huan, 2012). Ulti-
mately, having leisure skills and awareness 
of leisure opportunities is key to engaging 
in meaningful leisure experiences and gain-
ing the most benefit from one’s free time 
(Chen, Yarnal, Hustad, & Sims, 2016).

Experiences during free time are im-
pacted by leisure skills, leisure interests, 
and knowledge of what to do during that 
time be it unstructured or structured. Yet 
there is a lack of information drawing con-
nections between how free time experience 
during college might be shaped by on-cam-
pus employment. Riggert et al. (2006) 
called for future research to recognize that 
college student employment is unique and 
that experiences are shaped by individual 
circumstances. 

The purpose of the study, as part of a 

larger on-campus employment study, was 
to explore on-campus employment and free 
time use and experiences. Therefore, it was 
important to explore participant experienc-
es during both structured and unstructured 
free time to gain better insight into the im-
pact on-campus employment may have on 
free time use and experiences.

Methods

Research Design
This study was a basic qualitative study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) and employed 
an exploratory qualitative research design. 
The goal of basic qualitative research is to 
uncover, understand, and interpret mean-
ing making and life experiences (Merriam 
& Tisdell, 2015). With a focus on examin-
ing the gap in the literature regarding the 
impact on-campus employment has on free 
time experiences, an exploratory approach 
was deemed appropriate for the study. As 
suggested by Merriam and Tisdell (2015), 
semi-structured interviews were utilized as 
the main form of data collection. A short 
on-line pre-interview questionnaire collect-
ed demographic data including family ed-
ucational and employment history, current 
employment information, academic work, 
and extracurricular involvement that helped 
inform the interviews.

Participants
Due to the basic qualitative research 

study design, participants (N=34) were a 
purposeful sample focused on undergrad-
uate college students who were employed 
on-campus (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). Par-
ticipants were employed in the Federal Work 
Study program (FWS), a professional intern-
ship program (PI), and/or through gener-
al (G) opportunities on campus unaffiliated 
with the FWS or PI programs (Table 1). Of 
the 34 participants, 33 were traditional col-
lege students between the ages of 18 and 
22 with no children and were single. One 
participant was a 28-year-old, unmarried 
non-traditional college student. FWS pro-
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gram eligibility is based on financial need, 
while PI and G employment opportunities 
are open to any student. These programs 
encompass the formalized on-campus em-
ployment opportunities available at this 
institution. As noted in Table 1, nine par-
ticipants worked multiple jobs on and off 
campus. These participants were kept in the 
study because they held a campus job and 
to acknowledge and respect the realities of 
employed college students.

Procedures
Upon Institutional Review Board ap-

proval, recruitment emails were sent to ad-
ministrators in the FWS and PI programs on 
campus to forward to student employees as 
well as to academic instructors. Participants 
had to be at least 18 years old, undergrad-
uate students, and employed in at least one 
of the three on-campus programs. Inter-
views were conducted during the last three 
weeks of the spring 2017 semester (n = 31) 
and again during the last week of the fall 
2017 semester (n = 3). The three additional 
interviews in the fall of 2017 were neces-
sary to increase the variety of types of jobs 
represented in the general category and to 
assist in data saturation. 

During the interview, participants were 
asked to discuss their work experiences, in-
volvement in extracurricular activities, and 

anything else they did outside of their struc-
tured work (school and employment) and 
free time (See Table 2 for relevant guiding 
questions from the interview guide). Inter-
views occurred in person, followed an in-
terview guide (i.e., semi-structured), and 
occurred both indoors in a reserved room 
and outdoors. Interviews lasted between 30 
minutes and one and one-half hour. After 
the interview, participants were given a $20 
Amazon gift card. 

Sample Size. The number of interviews 
conducted (N=34) met the criteria suggest-
ed for qualitative interviewing research. For 
instance, Creswell (2014) suggested three 
to ten participants for interviews is a suf-
ficient sample while Baker, Edwards, and 
Doidge (2012) suggested 20-30 partici-
pants. This sample collectively (N=34) and 
separated by work program (n=14, n=11, 
n=12), exceeded both suggested sample 
sizes for qualitative interviews. Saturation, 
the idea that no new information comes to 
light (Fusch & Ness, 2015), is also used to 
determine whether the appropriate sam-
ple size was reached. In order to determine 
whether saturation occurred, the principal 
investigator took detailed reflection notes 
after each interview and used these to con-
firm whether new and opposing ideas were 
emerging. This process of writing, reflec-
tion, and revisiting during data collection 
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led the principal investigator to believe that 
saturation had occurred.

Data Analysis
To increase trustworthiness and reliabil-

ity, the principal investigator employed two 
external researchers to assist in the coding, 
categorization, and theming of the data as 
suggested by Roulston (2010). Their insight 
assisted the principal investigator in check-
ing personal assumptions about the partici-
pants and data while serving as a consistent 
reminder to view the data through a holistic 
lens. Additionally, the external researchers 
were trained by the principal investigator on 
how to read, code, theme, and analyze each 
transcription. 

Participants were assigned a pseud-
onym to maintain confidentiality. Inter-
views were recorded, transcribed verbatim 
by the principal investigator and external 
research assistants not involved with the 
analysis process, and the principal investi-
gator checked all transcriptions for accuracy 

against the recordings. Additionally, the re-
searcher took reflection notes after each in-
terview which provided more insight during 
the coding process.

 Data were analyzed through a process 
of independent familiarization, development 
of a thematic framework, indexing, and 
charting (Ritchie & Spencer, 1994). Once 
the researchers completed this process in-
dependently, the researchers met and dis-
cussed their findings with the goal of achiev-
ing intercoder agreement (Creswell, 2014). 
The researchers discussed and agreed on 
emergent themes, supporting evidence, 
and language to adequately represent each 
theme. Summaries of transcripts were also 
sent to participants to provide the opportu-
nity for member checking. No participants 
provided any feedback to the principal in-
vestigator regarding a misinterpretation or 
misrepresentation of their experiences.

Findings 
Participants were asked to discuss their 
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level of involvement in work, academics, 
extracurricular activities, and anything else 
they did during their free time. In addition 
to their academic and employment time 
commitments, 28 participants (FWS: 7; PI: 
11; G: 10) were involved in organized ex-
tracurricular activities including sororities 
and fraternities, intramural and club sports, 
personal interest clubs and organizations, 
and academic clubs and organizations. Their 
time, both obligatory and free, was highly 
structured and they had little to no unstruc-
tured free time (see Table 3).

Once participants discussed employ-
ment, academics, and extracurricular in-
volvement, they were asked what they did 
outside those activities and how they de-
fined and experienced leisure. While never 
directly asked about their feelings concern-
ing unstructured free time and busyness, 
participants would comment on their level 
of busyness. Based on responses, it became 
apparent that some participants knew what 
to do with unstructured free time while oth-
ers did not. Additionally, participants collec-
tively felt that leisure provided opportuni-
ties for stress relief and restoration, which 
provided insight into their feelings concern-
ing free time. As highlighted in the findings, 
certain themes were unique to specific work 
programs.
Leisure is Stress Relief and Restoration

Since leisure is often associated with 
free time, participants were asked to dis-
cuss leisure in their own terms. Participants 

spoke about the restorative effects of lei-
sure and the stress relief that is experienced 
during or after leisure. Participants stated 
that leisure is “calming and soothing” (Tony, 
PI), “relaxing” (Denise, FWS), and “calming 
myself” (Michelle, PI). Another participant 
noted the feeling that “a weight is literally 
lifted off” (Melissa, G) referencing the sense 
of relief she experienced from leisure. Ex-
panding on the idea of stress relief and res-
toration, participants recognized that the 
relief they experienced due to leisure re-
stored them and left them feeling like they 
could tackle life’s challenges. Leisure helped 
Joshua (PI) feel “more charged” while Les-
lie (FWS) valued the “recovery time” she 
got from leisure. Leisure gave Beth (G) “a 
chance to reflect and know what you need 
to do next”, further emphasizing that leisure 
is restorative. Participants shared similar 
thoughts and feelings about what feelings 
they associated with leisure experiences, 
yet there were distinct differences in how 
they experienced leisure as well as under 
what circumstances.

Unstructured Free Time is Welcome
Of the 34 participants, 19 (FWS: 5 or 

45.5%, PI: 9 or 69.2%, G: 5 or 50%) ex-
perienced no negative feelings, such as 
boredom, during free time that was un-
planned, unorganized, or unstructured. 
Free time was used for activities they liked 
such as spending time with friends, playing 
games, or enjoying necessary alone time. 
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Michelle (PI) used unstructured free time to 
get much needed alone time – “I definitely 
value my alone time and if I don’t have it 
then I get cranky.” Anna (G) played “vid-
eo games a lot” with her friends during her 
unstructured free time. Dan (FWS) enjoyed 
“hanging out with friends” which consisted 
of “playing basketball”, “drinking”, and gen-
erally spending time socializing with friends. 
Regardless of what they did during their 
free time, these participants were comfort-
able with unstructured free time and need-
ed this unstructured free time to experience 
leisure.  

Abby (PI) enjoyed her sorority experi-
ences and valued developing friendships, 
however, she did not consider sorority 
events and gatherings as her leisure. Most 
of her leisure experiences occurred during 
her unstructured free time because she 
“needs, sometimes, like even 30 minutes or 
an hour to just, like, be by myself.” Simi-
larly, Tom (G) remained active with intra-
mural sports and pickup games, but “it’s 
not leisure”. Tom’s leisure occurred during 
“personal time…you need time to yourself…
that’s definitely leisure.” Others also shared 
that leisure was “reading a book, having my 
alone time” (Melissa, G) or alone time walk-
ing in “the botanical gardens…just to walk 
and to pray” (Joshua, PI).

While these participants enjoyed their 
involvement in structured free time activi-
ties, they welcomed unstructured free time 
because this was a time during which they 
could experience leisure. Their experiences 
speak to the importance of taking a break 
from their structured activities. Unlike those 
in the next group, they associated unstruc-
tured free time with leisure rather than 
boredom.

Driven to Stay Busy in Order to Avoid 
Unstructured Free Time

Out of the 34 participants, 15 (FWS: 6 
or 54.5%, PI: 4 or 30.8%, G: 5 or 50%) 

revealed that they did not know what to 
do during their unstructured free time. For 
these participants, employment served two 
main purposes: 1) employment was a finan-
cial necessity for some and 2) employment 
kept them busy which met their need to feel 
productive. Involvement in student clubs 
and organizations was also a means to stay 
busy and fill their time with structured ac-
tivities. Two trends emerged among those 
who were unsure of what to do with free 
time: a) the FWS participants were driven 
to stay busy or else they would feel unpro-
ductive and b) participants in the PI and G 
work programs needed to maintain struc-
ture to be academically successful.

FWS. The FWS participants were em-
ployed for financial reasons and had a com-
bination of scholarships and student loans. 
Some FWS participants noted they had fi-
nancial assistance from their parents and 
other family members. These participants 
generally expressed unease with the idea of 
unstructured free time, so they kept them-
selves busy. FWS participants noted that at 
times, they were able to do homework while 
working, which impacted the amount of 
time available outside of employment and 
academic work. 

For Sally (FWS), unstructured free time 
made her “feel like I’m not doing anything…I 
would make myself do something else to 
keep busy.” Others expressed similar sen-
timents regarding unstructured free time: 
“feel like I was just doing nothing” (Cindy, 
FWS), “just sit there at my house” (Jim-
my, FWS), “sitting there and being bored” 
(Meagan, FWS), “I think if I did have more 
time…I might not be as satisfied because I 
wouldn’t feel as productive” (Sarah, FWS). 
Mia (FWS) shared that as a result of having 
“always worked”, Mia feels “bored, like, I lit-
erally stay at home and I’m like ‘I don’t have 
anything to do. I should be doing some-
thing’” during unstructured free time. Mia 
also expressed concern regarding an antici-
pated increase in free time after graduation

I don’t know what I’m going to do when 
I graduate and have, like, a normal job. 
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I am going to have weekends off...I 
might actually do my normal, like, Mon-
day through Friday job and then get a 
part-time job on the weekends just be-
cause I don’t know what I would do oth-
erwise.
These FWS participants associated un-

structured free time with being unproduc-
tive. Their time was filled with employed 
work, academic work, and other structured 
activities that helped them feel productive. 
They also expressed genuine concern with 
the idea of having unstructured time on their 
hands mainly because they were unsure of 
what to do during that time. Those who did 
not know what to do with unstructured free 
time struggled to experience leisure (e.g., 
stress relief and restoration) during their 
unstructured free time. For them, the idea 
of unstructured free time caused stress 
since they were unsure of what to do during 
that time. Instead, leisure occurred during 
their structured activities, including em-
ployed work. 

 For instance, while Jimmy (FWS) does 
not like unstructured free time because he 
would “just sit there at my house”, when 
Jimmy is working, he can experience lei-
sure when he was working by himself at his 
internship off campus because “everybody 
needs just alone time”. Outside of work, 
Jimmy also experienced leisure during or-
ganized fraternity related events because 
“it’s just super easy to just relax.” Jimmy 
can experience leisure when actively doing 
something. Sally (FWS) also experienced 
leisure through her work as a tutor because 
she would “just color a picture and I can, 
like, ask the kids about their days…it’s just 
nice to not have to think about school, like, 
I’m coloring, it’s nice and relaxing or reading 
a book – I get to read a book to the kids.” 
While coloring and reading are all leisure 
activities that can occur during unstructured 
free time, Sally only enjoyed this during her 
work because she still had the sense that 
she was accomplishing something.

 The FWS participants who were un-
sure of what to do during their unstructured 

free time turned to structured activities to 
minimize their unstructured free time. Ad-
ditionally, they generally experienced lei-
sure during structured activities such as 
employed work rather than during unstruc-
tured free time.

PI and G. The PI and G participants 
who did not work out of financial necessi-
ty associated unstructured free time with 
negative feelings of unproductivity. These 
participants felt they needed the structure 
created by employment and extracurricu-
lar involvement in order to be successful in 
school. 

Carly (G) appreciated the structure pro-
vided by employment and her student in-
volvement because it facilitated her produc-
tivity: “I do better when I am busier…having 
that pressured time has, like, forced me to 
focus more…I just try to have structure.” 
Carly feared that “If I didn’t have all these 
things I was involved with then I probably 
wouldn’t be doing as well in school…I’d be, 
like, sitting around and watching Netflix…I’d 
be wasting time.” Another participant, Kait-
lyn (PI), expressed that one of the reasons 
she worked was because “I like being busy” 
and she “would feel, like, not productive” 
if she was unemployed and had more free 
time. Like Carly, employment helped Kait-
lyn stay on track academically “because, 
like, I know I’m busy…so I just, like, try to 
like plan on certain times so I get things 
done.” Further emphasizing the connection 
between employment and productivity, El-
eanor (PI) noted “I need to be kept busy…
if I didn’t work, I would just spend, like, all 
my time sleeping which isn’t the best for 
productivity.” Ed (PI) knew from experience 
the importance of the structure created by 
employment: “work keeps me structured…I 
don’t do well with too much free time be-
cause there was one semester I didn’t work 
my entire life – I kind of fell apart. I was like 
‘Freedom? What’s this?’” 

For these participants, employment in 
addition to academics and extracurricular 
activities added an additional layer of struc-
ture they felt they needed in order to fo-
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cus and be successful in school. These par-
ticipants felt they were unable to function 
well during unstructured free time since 
they were unsure of what to do during this 
time. Instead, they feared they would sleep, 
watch Netflix, or procrastinate if they had 
more free time which could negatively im-
pact their academic life. When faced with 
unstructured free time, these participants 
created structure that helped them experi-
ence the stress relief and restoration they 
associated with leisure. 

For instance, when Eleanor (PI) antici-
pated unstructured free time, she planned 
“activities and, like, hikes, or planned like a 
beach day with my friends…I plan my stuff 
very, very truly.” Kaitlyn (PI) also filled her 
unstructured free time opportunities with 
activities that are more structured with 
friends. Kaitlyn liked to participate in cam-
pus activities and attended “all the football 
games and sports games, like baseball.” For 
Kaitlyn, being involved in more organized 
activities during her free time facilitates lei-
sure and allows her to take advantage of 
all the school has to offer – “I just want to, 
like, leave college and, like, feel like I did a 
lot. Like everything I could have done to get 
out [of the dorm], like go to the games…get 
everything out of [the school] that I could.” 

Much like with the FWS participants, 
these participants did not look to unstruc-
tured free time for their leisure. Leisure oc-
curred during organized, structured, and 
planned activities, but it is important to note 
that these participants experienced leisure 
less at work than those in the FWS group. 
Leisure occurred more during discretionary 
time during which they created structure.

Discussion
The findings from this study highlight 

valuable information concerning free time 
experiences among college students em-
ployed on campus. Findings from this study 
provide insight into the unique experiences 
of those employed on campus by confirming 
existing research and highlighting areas in 
need of further investigation.

Consistent with research regarding 
on-campus employment and extracurricular 
involvement (Astin, 1993; Elling & Elling, 
2000), these participants were involved in 
extracurricular activities on campus. There 
are many positive outcomes tied to involve-
ment in on-campus extracurricular activities 
including physical health, social health, and 
retention (Artinger et al., 2006; Henchy, 
2013). However, involvement in too many 
structured activities during free time might 
lead to negative outcomes such as anxiety 
(Melman, Little, & Akin-Little, 2007). There-
fore, it is important to have a balance of un-
structured and structured free time and the 
skills and knowledge to know how to spend 
unstructured free time. 

It appeared 19 participants welcomed 
and recognized the value in unstructured 
free time. Their unstructured free time con-
tributed to this sense of balance between 
structured and unstructured activities be-
cause they were able to experience stress 
relief and restoration. This finding con-
tradicts some literature that suggests un-
structured free time leads to risky behav-
iors among college students (Panek, 2014; 
Shinew & Parry, 2005). For these partic-
ipants, it was important for them to have 
this unstructured free time. Future research 
should explore the positive outcomes that 
may result from unstructured free time and 
whether positive and restorative leisure ex-
periences during unstructured free time are 
unique to certain types of people. 

For the remaining 15 participants, un-
structured free time elicited negative feel-
ings and some were even actively avoiding 
unstructured free time by filling it with struc-
tured activities. Unstructured free time, for 
these participants, meant that there was 
nothing to do and they were unsure of what 
to do during this time. The boredom they 
feared stemmed from not having any idea 
of what to do during this time. This concept 
is supported by research that highlights the 
association between having no leisure skills 
and boredom during free time (Hickerson & 
Beggs, 2007; Wang et al., 2012). Further-
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more, Barnett and Klitzing (2006) found that 
college students who reported relying on 
their self for entertainment during unstruc-
tured free time were more likely to be bored 
than those who sought external entertain-
ment. This is reflected in the present study 
since these participants did not discuss the 
idea of seeking out specific activities during 
unstructured free time. Rather, they feared 
having to figure out what to do and there-
fore avoided unstructured free time alto-
gether. These participants were also likely 
to experience leisure during their obligatory 
and non-obligatory structured activities, not 
during unstructured free time.

One of the reasons this finding is worth 
noting is because those who know what to 
do with their unstructured free time are 
more successful throughout life transitions 
(Kleiber, Hutchinson, & Williams, 2002; 
Nimrod, 2007). The amount of unstructured 
free time fluctuates during transitions such 
as retirement, loss of a family member, or 
loss of function, and being able to have 
positive leisure experiences contributes to 
one’s ability to cope with these experiences 
(Kleiber et al., 2002; Nimrod, 2007). This 
concept is applicable to the current study’s 
findings because the participants are cur-
rently negotiating a life transition (i.e., col-
lege life) while moving closer to another 
life transition (i.e., graduation). Recall that 
one participant expressed concern because 
she anticipated having extra time on her 
hands after graduation. Her concern with 
and plan to fill anticipated unstructured free 
time in the future emphasizes the idea that 
too much structure over prolonged periods 
might have a negative impact on the devel-
opment of leisure skills that help one nego-
tiate life transitions.

 Regarding the FWS participants, all of 
whom felt the need to work out of financial 
necessity, employment had been a salient 
part of most of their lives since they were 
legally allowed to work. Employed work 
not only kept them busy, but employment 
also served as a time to experience leisure 
since they were unable to experience lei-

sure during their unstructured free time. 
This finding identifies the need for future re-
search regarding how socio-economic sta-
tus might be tied to the inability to know 
what to do with free time. For instance, Por-
terfield and Winkler (2007) found that teen-
agers in more educated families spent more 
time participating in extracurricular activ-
ities than those in less educated families. 
Time to be involved in extracurricular activ-
ities was drastically reduced for those with 
lower family income due to commute times 
(i.e., bus routes) and necessary adolescent 
employment (Porterfield & Winkler, 2007). 
Martz, Schulenberg, Patrick, and Kloska 
(2018) also found that parental education 
was associated with adolescent involvement 
in extracurricular activities, suggesting that 
there may be limited financial resources for 
youth to be involved in various activities. 
These studies highlight reasons why op-
portunities to explore interests and develop 
leisure skills during adolescence are not as 
readily available for students of lower so-
cio-economic status.  

Socio-economic status might also im-
pact why some people equate free time with 
a lack of productivity, not as an opportuni-
ty to explore leisure interests. For instance, 
research suggests that employed students 
who rely on employment to support their 
academic study will limit their time available 
for leisure in order to cope with the demands 
of employment and academics (Moreau & 
Leathwood, 2006). This eliminates opportu-
nities to explore leisure interests and devel-
op skills and suggests value placement on 
academic and employed work rather than 
leisure experiences. Research also suggests 
that people in lower socio-economic groups 
are less future oriented and less focused on 
long-term health outcomes due to immedi-
ate financial concerns, which ultimately im-
pacts lifestyle choices, including leisure in-
volvement (Wardle & Steptoe, 2003). There 
is a need for future research in this area as 
there is limited information available draw-
ing connections among socioeconomic sta-
tus, college student employment, and free 
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time use. Future research should focus on 
the role socio-economic status plays in per-
ceptions and attitudes towards unstructured 
free time as well as the ability or inability to 
develop leisure interests and skills. 

In addition to financial necessity, FWS 
participants relied on employment to keep 
busy, raising the question of whether em-
ployment was also driven by anticipated 
boredom during unstructured free time. If 
the FWS students are filling their time with 
work, they might be on their way to becom-
ing a workaholic, which has been linked with 
an inability to enjoy leisure during free time 
(Brady, Vodanovich, Rotunda, 2008). It is 
unclear whether workaholics avoid free time 
by working more or if it is the work that 
keeps them from learning what to do during 
unstructured free time. Future research 
should explore socio-economic status, em-
ployment, leisure experience, workaholism, 
and long-term implications. 

Finally, findings from this study raised 
questions about the culture of busyness 
that exists in our society. Leshed and Sen-
gers (2011) suggested that busyness has 
become entwined with the identity of our 
society. Levine (2005) noted that in our 
current culture of busyness “to be busy is 
to be a worthwhile person” (p. 355). Levine 
suggested that busyness might be a prefer-
ence of some people based on psychological 
need, a strategy to appear busy when one 
is not actually busy, or a statement (i.e., 
badge of honor). Popular news outlets also 
convey the idea that being busy is used as 
a status symbol of importance further sup-
porting the idea that regardless of whether 
American’s are overly busy, we feel and per-
ceive our lives to be busy and consciously 
or unconsciously brag about our busyness 
(e.g., Pinsker, 2017; Racco, 2017).

Considering those participants who felt 
a need to be busy and did not know what to 
do with free time, it is imperative to think 
about the impact our culture of busyness is 
having on today’s youth and young adults. 
Considering the adage “lead by example”, 
future generations might continue down 

the path of busyness. This, in turn, has far 
reaching implications, some of which relate 
to issues regarding leisure experiences. As 
unstructured free time, a time during which 
interests are explored and development oc-
curs (Eccles et al., 2003; Ginsburg, 2011; 
Larson, 2001; Mahony & Vest, 2012), is 
diminished, the more likely it will be that 
people are aging without leisure interests, 
knowledge, and skills to help them cope 
with life transitions in a healthy way. The 
relationship between culture of busyness 
and free time use, behaviors, and attitudes 
should be further explored to determine 
how the culture of busyness is impacting 
children, adolescents, and young adults. 

Limitations
This study was exploratory and there-

fore has limitations. For instance, while this 
study highlighted experiences of college 
students employed on campus, these find-
ings are not generalizable. Deeper and more 
probing questioning as well as follow up in-
terviews might have yielded additional in-
formation that could have provided a better 
understanding on the issues of busyness, 
boredom, and the use of unstructured free 
time. Furthermore, exploring life experienc-
es before college in depth and how these 
experiences shaped participant’s current 
experiences during structured and unstruc-
tured free time would have yielded a better 
picture of reasons why participants felt the 
way they did.

Conclusions and Implications for 
Practice

This study shed light on the lives of 
college students employed on campus and 
some of the issues, such as busyness, that 
may impact attitudes toward unstructured 
free time. There is a lack of research ex-
ploring these issues specifically among 
employed college students and this study 
sheds light on a specific area of need in the 
research literature. Privilege, opportunities, 
and how one experiences leisure impacted 
how these participants spent and viewed 
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their free time. Structured free time activ-
ities have many benefits, but it is also im-
portant to know what to do during unstruc-
tured free time, especially as individuals 
move into adulthood and opportunities to be 
involved in formalized structured free time 
activities decrease. Research should contin-
ue to explore busyness and boredom during 
free time with the hope of improving leisure 
experiences during unstructured free time.

Student affairs professionals could use 
information from this study as well as sim-
ilar studies to better serve students, espe-
cially employed college students. On one 
hand, some participants recognized that 
they performed better at school when in-
volved in various clubs and organizations. 
This supports the importance of continual 
encouragement of student involvement in 
various campus activities and organizations. 

On the other hand, some participants, 
many who had greater financial need than 
others, had limited skills or interests that 
could assist them in navigating and enjoy-
ing unstructured free time. Often student 
services like campus recreation, health ser-
vices, career services, and student life fall 
under the umbrella of student affairs. It 
would be beneficial to determine if there is 
an organized and intentional effort among 
these student services to develop college 
students in the realm of unstructured free 
time use and the facilitation of leisure expe-
riences. It would also be beneficial to eval-
uate existing services and opportunities for 
student involvement through the lens of stu-
dents who are in financial need since leisure 
interests, skills, and values differ based on 
socio-economic status and financial need. 
Therefore, it is imperative to understand the 
differences and similarities among college 
students in order to best serve all students 
and prepare them for life after college. 

As evidenced from this study and from 
previous research, having leisure skills and 
interests is necessary for navigating and 
managing life transitions as well as recu-
peration and stress management. Student 
affairs professionals have a unique opportu-

nity to work with college students and can 
utilize these findings to explore different 
ways of serving their students.
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