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Abstract: Encouraged by the perceived success of new public management (NPM) in other nations
globally, the Abu Dhabi government adopted this system of management after 2010. To date, limited
research has investigated the advantages and disadvantages of NPM for both the organization and
the employee. Thus, the purpose of this study is to assess the extent to which NPM influences
employee behaviors, particularly focusing on any possible negative effects of NPM on employee
work–life balance. An exploratory, inductive, qualitative research method was adopted, which
involved a total of 42 semi-structured interviews, conducted in two rounds with 21 public sector
managers in Abu Dhabi. It was found that the strategic objective of maximizing customer satisfaction
increased the workload of most managers, and one-third of our research participants perceive that
their work–life balance has deteriorated since NPM was adopted. However, removing levels from
organizational hierarchies and increasing individual responsibilities were generally reported as
motivating. Although studies undertaken in other countries have suggested a link between NPM and
worsening employee work–life balance, this link does not always hold true among our participants.
Indeed, most individuals reported high levels of loyalty toward their organization and high levels of
organizational citizenship behaviors. The reasons for these positive outcomes are explained.

Keywords: new public management; work–life balance; employee loyalty; organizational citizenship
behaviors; United Arab Emirates (UAE)

1. Introduction

The adoption of new public management (NPM) practices began in the early 1980s,
in countries such as the United Kingdom (UK) and United States (US). NPM may be
understood as a collection of strategies and techniques that are used to enhance productivity
in the public sector [1]. NPM focuses on reducing bureaucracy and increasing accountability
for results, and it involves adopting private sector management practices [2]. Accountability
for results requires managers to establish goals and specify the outputs required to meet
these goals [3]. In recent years, public sector organizations have operated in unpredictable
and changing environments, hence the need for a management approach that enables rapid
and effective responses to change. To ensure efficient and effective administration, and the
smooth delivery of public services, managers are required to become less authoritarian and
more interactive, allowing others greater autonomy and responsibility.

In the early 2000s, public sector organizations in the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
recognized the need to modernize and streamline their structures and processes, in order
to become more efficient and effective in satisfying the needs of the nation’s citizens. After
2010, a series of public sector reforms were undertaken in Abu Dhabi—the capital city and
largest of the UAE’s seven emirates—which replaced the style of management characterized
by hierarchy, regulations, and bureaucracy with one based on decentralization, performance
standards, and efficiency maximization. While NPM focuses on maximizing customer
satisfaction and minimizing costs, relatively little attention has been given to employee
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welfare [4]. The implementation of NPM typically leads to decreased staffing levels, heavier
workloads, and increased monitoring of individual and departmental performance [5].
Such changes may result in employees experiencing increased stress and worsening work–
life balance [6].

In Abu Dhabi, the adoption of NPM led to organizational structures being simpli-
fied and employees receiving new job descriptions that gave them more responsibilities
and accountabilities. A number of studies conducted in recent years have indicated that
the UAE scores poorly for employee work–life balance when compared to other coun-
tries [7,8]. However, such studies have rarely distinguished between public and private
sector employees, or specifically considered the impacts of NPM on the work–life balance
and behaviors of managers, such as their staying/leaving intentions and organizational
citizenship behaviors.

To date, limited research has investigated the advantages and disadvantages of NPM
for organizations and employees. The purpose of this study is to assess the extent to which
NPM influences employee behaviors, particularly focusing on any possible negative effects
of NPM on employee work–life balance. The primary objective of the research is to analyze
the implementation of NPM in Abu Dhabi with respect to managers’ perceived work–life
balance, staying/leaving intentions, and organizational citizenship behaviors. The data
collection was undertaken in two stages, so that before we examine managers’ behaviors
(both planned and actual) we first understand how individuals’ jobs changed after the
introduction of NPM. To achieve our research objectives, we specify four research questions,
as follows:

RQ1: What are the key characteristics of the system of management (NPM) implemented
in Abu Dhabi’s public sector?
RQ2: Has the system of management (NPM) implemented in Abu Dhabi’s public sector
impacted upon the work–life balance of managers?
RQ3: Does the work–life balance of managers in Abu Dhabi’s public sector influence
individuals’ organizational citizenship behaviors?
RQ4: Does the work–life balance of managers in Abu Dhabi’s public sector influence
individuals’ staying/leaving intentions?

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The literature review provides
concise summaries on NPM, work–life balance, organizational citizenship behaviors, and
employee turnover intentions, which is followed by an overview of our theoretical frame.
Then, in the method section, we explain our research design and sampling process. Follow-
ing this, we present our findings, before concluding with a discussion and conclusion that
highlights the study’s main findings and their implications for theory and practice.

2. Literature Review
2.1. New Public Management (NPM)

NPM differs from traditional public management practices in a number of ways.
First, while traditional approaches involve centralized decision-making and control, NPM
uses divisionalized units that are organized around products or services. Second, while
relationships are characterized by unspecified and open-ended agreements in traditional
approaches, NPM prefers a contract-based approach [9]. Third, in terms of budgeting,
rather than maintaining stable budgets, NPM seeks to maximize efficiency and minimize
resource use [10]. Fourth, while traditional approaches adopt qualitative and implicit
standards, NPM is based on explicit standards and targets that are clearly defined [9].

NPM was introduced as a means to tackle perceived weaknesses of traditional man-
agement approaches that were characterized by minimal accountabilities, high costs, and
low levels of satisfaction among the service users [1]. Concepts such as service quality
and customer service, which require flexibility and rapid responsiveness, are key concepts
of NPM, which are replicated from the private sector to improve the quality of public
services [11]. Since NPM seeks to achieve superior service quality, managers are required to
engage in continuous monitoring of the outputs, which are used as the basis for assessing
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the success of the organization [12]. Furthermore, services must be delivered efficiently
and at minimal cost.

Research has indicated that NPM may be effective in improving efficiency, produc-
tivity, and cost minimization, although it is not without drawbacks [13]. The focus on
pursuing short term goals may be detrimental to organizations in the long term. The per-
manent downward pressure that NPM exerts on budgets may result in long-term resource
depletion [14], and the strong emphasis on costs and outputs may divert the attention of
decision-makers away from the final impacts on the end user and society in general [15].
Furthermore, while bureaucracy may fail to ensure organizational effectiveness, it scores
well in terms of securing equity and due processes compared to the majority of NPM
related reforms [16].

Efficiency and productivity may be maximized in organizations by promoting competi-
tion among employees. Performance-related pay is common under NPM. Decentralization
and smaller workforces have resulted in employees having more autonomy, but also more
responsibilities and accountabilities. In many cases, individuals may feel stressed and over-
worked, which may lead to job dissatisfaction and thoughts of leaving the organization for
a new employer [17]. However, the links between NPM and employees’ work–life balance
and actual and intended behaviors are not well established.

2.2. Work–Life Balance (WLB)

Work–life balance (WLB) is a concept that has always existed, yet one universally
accepted definition for it does not exist [18]. In its broadest sense, WLB may be regarded as
an individual’s happiness and ability to function effectively both at work and at home [19].
Hill et al. [20] describe WLB as the ability to fulfill all mental, behavioral, and time demands
from paid work, personal, and family obligations at the same time. It is essential for most
individuals to achieve a balance between their working and personal lives, where role
conflict between the two is minimized [21]. However, what two individuals may consider
a ‘good balance’ could vary quite considerably depending upon their career and life goals,
and their family values [22]. When the introduction of NPM leads to lower staffing levels,
enlarged job roles, and increased monitoring, the individual’s WLB may worsen.

In the past, women have tended to be the focus in WLB studies, but nowadays the
concept is applied equally to both sexes, and to employees at all levels in the organizational
hierarchy [23]. Additionally, in recent years, the concept of non-work life has broadened,
to now include leisure, recreation, hobbies, and other personal matters in addition to
family life [24]. Spillover theory describes how jobs may affect families and vice versa [25].
Spillover effects may be positive or negative, and feelings, moods, and satisfaction may be
transferred between the workplace and home. For example, a spillover may occur when
work-related stress that can be attributed to role overload leads to negative impacts on the
individual’s personal life, such as their marital relationship.

Resource drain theory explains how individuals are affected by their scarcity of time,
energy, and money, which may lead to psychological conflicts and role overload [26]. On
the other hand, enrichment theory demonstrates the significance of instrumental sources
such as experiences, skills, abilities, and values, or even productive sources of mood and
satisfaction [25]. Allis and O’Driscoll [27] reported that satisfactory levels of WLB may
have a positive effect on an individual’s mental health and general wellbeing. The resultant
spillovers may include enhanced productivity and increased loyalty to the organization. In
contrast, Lingard et al. [28] found that excessive workloads contribute negatively to WLB
and lower quality work. Additionally, when WLB is perceived as poor, individuals are more
likely to be dissatisfied with their job and less likely to engage in extra-role behaviors [29],
but more likely to consider changing their employer or job [30]. When employees have a
good WLB, they are more likely to be satisfied and happy in their job, and when they are
happy, they are more likely to be motivated, engaged, and productive, and produce higher
quality work [31]. Thus, employers have a direct interest in ensuring that their employees
have a good WLB.
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2.3. Organizational Citizenship Behaviors (OCB)

Employees often go beyond the call of duty and perform extra-role behaviors that
are not part of the formal requirements of their job, and for which they are not directly
rewarded. These extra-role behaviors are often referred to as organizational citizenship
behaviors (OCB). Organ [32] identified five dimensions of OCB, namely altruism, sports-
manship, conscientiousness, civic virtue, and courtesy. OCB are discretionary behaviors
of the individual that benefit the organization and contribute to the achievement of or-
ganizational goals [33]. Nevertheless, OCB may be directed at the organization or at the
individual through person-to-person interactions [33]. With public organizations facing
greater scrutiny from politicians and administrators, and greater performance expectations
from citizens, while operating with smaller budgets and workforces, it has become common
for such organizations to rely on OCB and the goodwill of employees [34].

In a systematic literature review of OCB in the public sector, De Geus et al. [33] found
that the employee characteristics of organizational commitment, public service motivation,
and job satisfaction are the factors that most likely lead to OCB, while stress is the most
likely barrier that deters the individual from engaging in OCB. Similarly, individuals who
perceive that they have a poor WLB may not feel that they have the time to engage in OCB.
OCB may also be encouraged by job characteristics such as goal clarity and job autonomy,
and organizational characteristics such as good leadership, interpersonal justice, procedu-
ral justice, distributive justice, organizational support, and psychological empowerment.
Biygautane and Al-Yahya [35] found that employee engagement in organizational and
social activities are strongly influenced by WLB. Thus, it follows that if NPM objectives
and processes result in a worse WLB, OCB are likely to be lower. WLB shares close relation-
ships with national cultural values—which are strong in the Arab world—as it requires
employees to fulfil their duties in accordance with the organization’s expectations, societal
expectations, religious obligations, and expected ethical standards of citizens [36]. Increas-
ingly, public sector organizations have developed the private sector culture where job
survival requires the individual to be ruthlessly hard-working and efficient while working
with shrinking budgets and resources [37].

2.4. Employee Turnover Intentions

When employees feel stressed and do not enjoy their job, and when they do not feel
adequately valued and rewarded, they are less likely to have feelings of loyalty toward their
employer [38]. Thus, if the adoption of NPM objectives and processes increases workload,
job responsibilities and stress levels, individuals’ loyalty towards their organization may
decline. When WLB worsens, so may job satisfaction, leading to higher employee intentions
to quit. Most public organizations avoid having high levels of labor turnover. Employee
turnover has consequences that are not limited to financial implications, as it may lead
to inferior organizational performance, lower productivity and morale among remaining
employees, service disruptions, and customer dissatisfaction [39]. In relation to productivity,
Hausknecht and Holwerda [40] found that high turnover impedes the proficiency of the
remaining employees due to issues such as changes in workload allocation and the need
to adapt to changing task demands. Research also indicates that replacing employees
with inexperienced new hires has substantially negative impacts on service quality and
standards of customer service [41].

Not all employees who experience low WLB are able to leave their jobs. For example,
older employees may be reluctant to leave their jobs due to the negative impact it would
have on pension payments [29]. In such a case, the employee displays continual commit-
ment but lacks affective commitment. By definition, continuance commitment describes
a state in which the employee’s decision to stay with a given organization is only as a
result of the perceived inability to find better alternatives and the perceptions of negative
consequences that would follow after leaving. In contrast, affective continuance revolves
around commitment to the organization that emanates from emotional attachment to and
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involvement with the organization. The dimension of affective continuance is considered
to have better organizational outcomes, such as higher productivity among employees [42].

While an increasing number of organizations recognize potential benefits of NPM
and the importance of WLB and its possible negative effects on individual and organi-
zational performance, OCB, and employee turnover, they may face a number of barriers
and challenges, both internal and external to the organization, which make it difficult to
improve employees’ WLB. Internally, an organization culture that expects and rewards
long working hours and high organizational commitment while abandoning other life
commitments contributes towards low WLB. As an external factor, De Cieri et al. [43] for
found that public organizations are facing increased demands from stakeholders such as
customers, administrators, and politicians, while the organizational resources to meet such
demands are fewer. In the process, organizations tend to employ fewer employees and
also adopt participative structures leading to increased workloads, worsening WLB, and
higher employee turnover. Furthermore, contemporary organizations are characterized by
high levels of workforce diversity in dimensions such as age, ethnic background, religion,
and family responsibilities, which requires organizations to effectively engage in diversity
management so that WLB strategies satisfy every individual’s needs [44].

The adoption of NPM objectives and processes may result in increased job demands,
reduced resources, and increased stress levels, which may each have a negative impact on
WLB, OCB, and employee turnover intentions. Thus, OCB and turnover intentions may be
negatively influenced by increased job demands, reduced resources, and increased stress
levels and/or poorer WLB. However, in this study, we focus on the relationships between
NPM and WLB, and WLB and OCB.

2.5. Theoretical Frame

Public choice theory constitutes a central theory of the NPM model. The theory
suggests that voters in a given nation remain centered to economic egocentricity, whereas
interest groups remain rent seekers. In the context of public services, the public choice
theory proposes that since individuals are self-seeking, public agencies should operate
structured decision rules. When managerial decision rules are applied, there are higher
chances that allocation decisions may be made in ways that reflect greater responsiveness
to societal preferences [45]. In contrast, public interest theory suggests that decision making
in government is to a large extent based on unselfish benevolence not only by elected
representatives but also by full-time government employees [46]. Thus, public servants
may be largely motivated by the need to maximize societal welfare.

In the context of normative institutionalism, individuals are geared towards the
achievement of collective goals, which are embedded in intricate series of relationships with
other individuals and collectives. In the context of public sector organizations, principal-
agent theory explains that the provision of public services involves principal-agent relation-
ships, where citizens are the main principals and the government is the major agent [47].
All relationships between the principals and agents are characterized by trade-offs on the
part of the agent, and the agent possesses superior information about tasks, resources,
costs, and operational performance. The NPM model may overcome some principal-agent
problems through decentralization and competitive initiatives, such as partnerships with
the private sector, which may reduce information asymmetry among the citizens and
government, and the likelihood of low-quality service provision [48]. In this study, the
citizen’s opinions and satisfaction are considered vital in deciding how the state runs the
public sector organizations and how employees perform their jobs.

3. Method
3.1. Research Design

The primary aim of this research is to evaluate the implementation of NPM in Abu
Dhabi’s public sector, and identify the effects of working in a NPM environment on
managers’ WLB, OCB, and turnover intentions. In order to achieve this aim, the study
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adopts an exploratory, inductive, qualitative research design involving semi-structured
interviews. This approach enabled the researchers to understand how human subjects
make sense of their world and the experiences they have in it [49]. The study population
is individuals employed in management positions in a public organization in Abu Dhabi.
A purposive sampling strategy was adopted, to recruit participants who could provide
in-depth and detailed information about the phenomena under investigation. To ensure
sample validity, only credible and trustworthy informants were recruited, according to
predefined criteria that included having worked in the Abu Dhabi public sector for at least
ten years and holding the same position for at least five years. These criteria ensure that
participants have substantial managerial experience, and that they witnessed first-hand the
organizational changes brought about by the shift from traditional management approaches
to NPM.

The study’s data were collected in two rounds of interviews, approximately three
months apart, which resulted in every research participant being interviewed twice. The
first interview collected data only on how the individual undertakes their job, noting
changes that occurred after the introduction of NPM. Thus, the first interview was only
concerned with answering the study’s first research question about the key characteristics
of the system of management (NPM) implemented in Abu Dhabi’s public sector. Then,
the second interview investigated the extent to which each individual perceived that new
working methods, i.e., the changes brought about by adopting NPM, impacted upon their
WLB, and, if WLB has changed, how this impacts upon their OCB and staying/leaving
intentions. Thus, the second interview answers the study’s second, third, and fourth
research questions. Collecting the data in two interview rounds helped ensure the reliability
of the data, as it avoids biases that would more likely be caused if participants understood
more clearly our hypothesized link between the adoption of NPM and worsening WLB,
and the consequences of worsening WLB on OCB and turnover intentions. This research
approach led to high levels of consistency among participants’ responses, which assured
the quality of the data and the interpretation of it, making possible replicability of the
findings more likely [50].

Two interview guides were developed for the two interview rounds, informed by the
literature, and designed to answer the study’s research questions. The first interview guide
consists of fourteen questions, with additional prompt questions. Examples of questions
include To what extent does your organization focus on satisfying customers’ needs?; How
does your organization satisfy customer needs?; Does your organization focus on becoming
more efficient? If yes, what does it do to increase efficiency?; Has your level of responsibility
increased in recent years? If yes, how, and why?; Do you have to work to performance
targets?; and Do you spend a lot of time monitoring work performance and processes?
Please give examples and details. The second interview guide has nine questions, also
with additional prompt questions. Examples of questions include To what extent does
your work life affect your personal and family lives?; Do you think that you have a poor
or unsatisfactory work–life balance? If you think it is poor or unsatisfactory, what do you
think is the cause of this?; Do you volunteer to do tasks that are not strictly part of your job?
Please explain why or why not; Have you ever thought about leaving your organization?
If yes, why?

A pilot study was undertaken with three managers employed in public organizations
in Abu Dhabi, to ensure the validity and reliability of the survey instruments. The pilot
study interviewees did not participate in the final study. The two interview guides worked
well with each of the three pilot participants, who answered the questions openly and in
considerable detail. Hence, no notable modification of the interview guides was necessary.

3.2. Sample

The sample size was not determined a priori; rather, interviews were conducted
until the researchers were satisfied that data saturation had been achieved. As a result,
21 managers employed in a public organization in Abu Dhabi were each interviewed on
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two occasions, approximately three months apart. Thus, 42 interviews were conducted in
total (see the Supplementary File for the participant details). As the study participants were
all managers, the youngest was 32 years of age and the mean age was 40.3 years. Of our
21 participants, 17 were male and 4 female. The bias towards males is not representative
of the organizations’ workforces, but it was difficult for the male researchers to secure
female volunteers. UAE nationals accounted for 16 of the participants, with the remainder
being expatriates. No noticeable differences in the perceived WLB of the UAE nationals
and expatriates was observed. All of the participants were married and living as part of a
family, which is normal for individuals aged over 30 in the UAE. Thus, each individual
agreed that they had family responsibilities, which typically translates to caring for their
spouse as well as children and/or parents.

3.3. Data Analysis

The research was conducted as an empirical enquiry that focuses on the lives and
practices of the study participants as told through their own stories and narratives. Thus,
the study adopted a narrative research strategy [49], where participants shared their ex-
periences and attitudes toward NPM from the perspectives of WLB, OCB, and loyalty, as
indicated by staying/leaving intentions. The narrative approach provided a rich insight
into the participants’ daily life experiences and their thoughts and responses to these
experiences. The data were analyzed using a process of thematic analysis, supported
by the NVivo software. Thematic analysis enabled the researchers to make sense of the
attitudes, opinions, and experiences that were communicated by the participants in the
interviews [51]. The researchers followed Braun and Clarke’s [52] six stage process for
thematic analysis, starting with familiarization and concluding with interpretation. The
resulting themes were not defined a priori, and were only generated inductively from the
raw data.

4. Findings

The Supplementary File provides an overview of the research findings.

4.1. Implementation of NPM in Abu Dhabi’s Public Sector

In the first round of interviews, participants were asked questions regarding the or-
ganizational structure, culture, and processes, to discover the extent, and how, NPM has
been implemented in Abu Dhabi’s public organizations. Our participants unanimously
agreed that the application of NPM principles in Abu Dhabi’s public organizations has con-
tributed towards achieving superior levels of efficiency and productivity, while delivering
higher quality services to citizens. Although all participants reported that providing high
quality services and achieving customer satisfaction are objectives of their organization,
the emphasis is stronger in organizations that more strongly apply NPM principles. The
focus on serving customers is illustrated by the word cloud (Figure 1), generated using the
NVivo software.
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While some organizations use traditional service management approaches such as
measuring customer feedback in a reactive manner to ensure customer satisfaction, others
use proactive measures which require employees to go ‘above and beyond’. To satisfy
customers, organizations need to be efficient and flexible, able to deliver rapid responses for
customers in times of crisis or service failure. All of the organizations aim to maximize effi-
ciency (e.g., minimizing resource use, providing higher quality services) and productivity
(e.g., maximizing output per employee or work team), at least to some extent. Additionally,
cost minimization is a common objective. Sometimes, costs are reduced by stripping out
a layer from the organizational hierarchy, giving individuals additional responsibilities,
or outsourcing certain work tasks, activities, or services to private sector firms. However,
some organizations are reluctant to outsource, mainly because of concerns over quality and
control/monitoring.

Organizations have developed diverse communication channels that enable customers
to easily communicate their needs, wants, and expectations. However, there is a com-
mon feeling among our participants that stakeholders—customers, administrators, and
politicians—have generally expected more to be achieved with less, which can be very
challenging for employees to achieve. Some organizations have changed operational pro-
cesses and invested in technology to improve service quality. Improving service quality
and customer satisfaction are other key objectives in Abu Dhabi’s public organizations. For
example, Participant 6 noted that their organization has implemented service automation
to ensure that the customer experience is enhanced and streamlined, which has resulted in
both higher service quality and customer satisfaction.

Efficiency is not just like a step we do. It’s a lifestyle and it’s a culture which
takes honestly a long time and a huge amount of effort to influence the brain of
the employees, the people around us, the people who we work with, the people
who we provide our services to, to make sure that efficiency means a lot and it
favorably benefits them in the first place. We achieve it by always following an
analytical approach. We break down the issue to determine what kind of services
and what kind of resources we need. There needs to be shared tools. Then we
start to see what the value additions are, trying something out and filtering out
something else. And then we benchmark, to see the efficiency with our customers,
and assess whether we are meeting our targets. We do surveys. We meet. We
engage. We talk about the effectiveness and then we try to again take user’s
comments and suggestions on board and put them back again into the process
and keep refining. (Participant 21)

Internal competition is generally encouraged between individuals and departments.
Although such competition may add pressure to the workloads of individuals, some
employees appreciate the culture of excellence, find it motivating, and welcome the oppor-
tunities for advancement and taking new responsibilities. Virtually all participants agreed
that they work to performance targets and that individual and departmental performance is
closely and regularly monitored. Virtually every participant agreed that their organization
had a culture that encouraged excellence, to achieve efficiency, high service quality, and
high levels of customer satisfaction. To an extent, the culture within Abu Dhabi’s public
organizations reflects the emirate’s culture and objectives. Participant 14’s organization
has continuously updated its processes and procedures, to make it more user and business
friendly, in line with the Abu Dhabi 2030 Vision, a plan to make Abu Dhabi one of the easiest
and most friendly places in the Arabian Gulf region to deal with business.

Competition keeps employees mentally fit and looking for better always. Life has
little meaning if there is no competition to achieve the best. Likewise, at work,
this concept is largely encouraged, largely emphasized. Management believes
in the value of having competition. Of course, this increases the effort and the
pressure on the employee to excel, but this is for healthy results and for good
reasons. It’s needed because it drives the organization to be agile and fit, to deal
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with any arising circumstances, any arising challenge which happens. Ethical
competition is helpful for the management, as it encourages teamwork to remove
the barriers that may prevent us from reaching our targets. We don’t forget our
mission and we don’t become busy pointlessly competing against each other.
(Participant 3)

In 2012, we began measuring customer satisfaction through a third party. For
the first time, we hired a company, it’s a global company, and they specialize in
market research. So rather than us measuring our customers’ satisfaction, we
hired them, as they use best practice methodology and we ensured that there
is an objectivity in this. And since then this has been the case. By the way, in
2017, we won the ADAEP Award, which is the Abu Dhabi Excellence Award for
Government Performance, for the customer satisfaction category. (Participant 9)

In summary, the key aspects of NPM mentioned by our participants as implemented
in their organization are customer focus; going above and beyond; increasing efficiency
and productivity; improving service quality; using private sector organizations; internal
competition; performance standards; monitoring performance; and increased job responsi-
bilities. The focus on improving service quality and customer satisfaction, often with fewer
staff and resources, has put additional pressures on managers, with many working longer
than their formal working hours.

4.2. Work–Life Balance in Abu Dhabi’s Public Sector

The second round of interviews focused primarily on the extent to which our partici-
pants perceived that the implementation of NPM had impacted upon their WLB, and the
consequences of this on their OCB and staying/leaving intention. Two primary clusters
were identified, which primarily differ based on whether good or poor WLB was reported.
Cluster 1, consisting of 14 participants, represents managers who have good or neutral
WLB, and Cluster 2, consisting of 7 participants, represents managers who have poor WLB.
Overall, one-third of our research participants perceive that their WLB has deteriorated
since NPM was adopted. In addition to understanding managers’ low levels of WLB based
on their job responsibilities and whether or not they are able to enjoy non-work activities
as well as spend quality family time, the managers were also asked to rate their perception
of WLB. This provided an objective benchmark against which to cluster the managers.

NPM approaches, which are evident in all Abu Dhabi public organizations, at least to
some extent, are perceived by Cluster 1 participants to help individuals and departments
to organize and perform their work more efficiently and to a higher standard. Cluster 1
participants, who do not perceive poor or unsatisfactory WLB, typically believe that work
pressures and additional demands on their time are the result of rising the organizational
hierarchy, which involves accepting new tasks and responsibilities, rather than as the
result of new NPM working methods. For example, new work tasks and responsibilities
include participation in strategic decision making and developing operational plans. The
managers in Cluster 1 generally believe that the NPM style of management is best for
the organization and its customers, and they mostly enjoy working with NPM methods.
These individuals reported that the removal of levels from organizational hierarchies
and increasing individual responsibilities are generally motivating, as they offer new
opportunities for career enrichment and advancement.

Although the Cluster 1 participants acknowledge that NPM work methods may in-
crease workloads and responsibilities, these individuals are less likely to perceive a negative
influence on their own WLB. However, WLB is determined not only by the individual’s job
but also their family and non-work situations, e.g., responsibilities for caring for children
and other family members, and their recreational/leisure interests and hobbies. Some man-
agers made it clear that their perception of a reasonable WLB is influenced considerably
by their non-work situation. In other words, if they had more family responsibilities or
hobbies that required time, then their WLB would be less satisfactory. On the other hand,
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career-focused individuals who derive pleasure and satisfaction from their work may have
less need for out-of-work hobbies and interests, hence their WLB is judged positively.

In this organization, you never work enough. But it’s fun. I’ve never feel stressed,
even when I have many tasks to deal with at the same time, mainly because they
are all interesting. Every task needs to be completed on time and to a high quality
standard, and sometimes as part of a team, not only as one individual manager. I
enjoy being busy with a heavy workload. It’s better than sitting in my office and
waiting for somebody to ask for something. For me, I am really . . . I wouldn’t
say overloaded, but obviously I am loaded enough. (Participant 5)

Managers in Cluster 2 perceive that they possess a poor or unsatisfactory WLB, and
this is generally attributed, at least in part, to the new work methods introduced as part of
the public sector reforms that adopted NPM structures, processes, and principles. Partic-
ipants in this cluster perceive that they are expected to achieve more and higher quality
output with fewer staff and resources. These individuals repeatedly alluded to the fact
that the extensive focus on performance management and reporting is cumbersome and
time-consuming, and with their other core work, a challenge. Key performance indicators
(KPIs) establish each organization’s objectives, and individual and department performance
is assessed against the KPIs. The KPIs themselves are often established according to the
demands, or perceived demands, of the service users. Some managers perceive that nowa-
days the demands and expectations of customers are often unrealistic and unreasonable,
putting a lot of pressure on the staff in public organizations. Several managers confessed to
constantly feeling under pressure, which leads to stress, and sometimes to health issues.
When work demands impact upon non-work activities and relationships, the lives of both
the manager and their family are affected.

We have to report everything in a systematic manner to the management. There-
fore, I spend considerable time ensuring that the reports I have to submit to the
management are accurate and useful. Sometimes I have to continue working after
the official working hours, to ensure that I can complete all of my work tasks and
reports. I always have many tasks to do at the same time, so it is often a challenge
to prioritize them and complete everything to a high standard. (Participant 1)

Year by year, we go through a new era. Now, it’s AI (artificial intelligence), its
blockchain, and innovation. So, you need to adapt to the new technology, and
you need to adapt to new ways of doing things, to deliver a service that will meet
the high standards expected by our customers. Each year, our customers have
become wiser and smarter. So, every year we review all of our KPIs, and devise
new strategies to improve the KPI outcomes, which cover both our processes
and our end services. Other organizations may focus on output, but output is
never enough because it will not necessarily deliver customer satisfaction, or
customer happiness. As I said, customer demands have become more and more.
Customers have lots of expectations and every year there are new expectations.
(Participant 2)

A key point to note is that while the industries in which our participants work varies
from one manager to the next, their job roles have many similarities. For instance, there are
several operations managers and customer relationship managers in the sample across the
two clusters. Thus, the job role itself is not a key point of difference in the varying rates of
WLB evidenced.

4.3. Consequences of Perceived Work–Life Balance

All of the managers in Cluster 1 displayed high or medium levels of OCB with
respect to their organization and colleagues. These individuals have pride in their jobs
and are motivated to do whatever is best for the customers and organization. Additionally,
these managers recognize the importance of effective teamwork and high-quality internal
customer service, where one individual and department supports another individual or
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department. OCB may be recognized among Cluster 1 participants as individuals who
work beyond their formal working hours; undertake tasks and activities that better serve
customers, e.g., supervising remedial actions after service failures; volunteer for special
projects and new initiatives; offer suggestions to the organization to improve processes
or services; and offer advice and support to colleagues to help them work efficiently in
ways that benefit the individual, the customer, and the organization. Even though Cluster
1 managers may feel overworked, they are satisfied with their job, and both individual
and organizational success is important to them. These individuals display loyalty to their
organization and have not had any serious thoughts about leaving their employer. One
participant said that they felt part of an organizational family, where mutually beneficial
reciprocal offerings kept both the individual and the employer satisfied. Even though
some individuals perceive that they are over-worked, they feel that the organization values,
respects, and cares about them, and that such a work atmosphere may be difficult to
find elsewhere.

Whenever I see a potential improvement area, I share it with the senior manage-
ment. We have a good managing director, who welcomes all ideas. Actually,
offering suggestions is one of the objective measurements set for the contributions
of team members. Practically, I did some improvements in the reporting, and
I did some improvements in the manuals by establishing criteria that were not
there before. We are working towards establishing new systems that will help
enhance all work processes, our coordination, our timing, our follow-up, our
outcomes, and so on. In our area, there is not now much to do, but there is always
a new area to be audited that’s different from the others, where I can offer advice
and suggestions. We strive always for new solutions, new innovative things, new
software that will help us. We don’t want to be followers, we want to be leaders,
and training sessions help us to change the organizational culture and the ways
we do things. Sometimes, I volunteer to help with training others. (Participant 5)

It was reported by our research participants, that the more an organization utilizes
NPM approaches, the greater the demands on its employees. What varies among individ-
uals is how they perceive the extra workload, the extent to which it leads to feelings of
stress, and how it impacts on their perceived WLB. All participants in Cluster 2—who re-
ported poor or unsatisfactory WLB—emphasized their intention or desire to engage in OCB
wherever possible. This is illustrated by the OCB word cloud for the Cluster 2 participants
(Figure 2). Each individual wants to do all that they can to help and support customers,
colleagues, and the organization as a whole. However, in practice, some managers perceive
that they simply do not have the time to engage in OCB. Overall, it seems that the more an
organization utilizes traditional NPM approaches, the less likely that managers will be able
to engage in OCB.
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Some participants commented on how they serve the country and its citizens. It is clear
that both organizational and national cultures, which emphasize collectivism, teamwork,
success, and winning, influence individuals, particularly the UAE nationals, to engage in
OCB. Furthermore, human resource management that has moved away from nepotism and
promotion based on position in society, to career advancement based on performance [53],
has been motivating for employees and encouraged them to ‘go the extra mile’ through
displaying OCB. Most of the managers in Cluster 2 admitted to at least having occasional
thoughts of leaving their organization or changing their job, but in most cases these are not
thoughts that will ever lead to action. Some less-satisfied individuals hope that their jobs
will improve in the future, while others believe that other organizations are likely to be no
better. Thus, employee loyalty is relatively high even among the managers with poor WLB.

Honestly, with so much workload, there’s very little time to actually support
others. But if there are days when there’s not so much work, and someone in
my own team or in my own department needed support, one hundred per cent I
would give it. I can be very supportive towards others, and I also get support
from others when I’m overwhelmed with work. What is most important is the
service that we deliver to our customers, both external and internal. Also, I
am expected to, and wish to, achieve my individual and departmental KPIs,
for my own satisfaction and to maintain good relationships with my superiors.
(Participant 18)

I’m not going to lie, I did think about leaving many times. But then when I hear
about other places and other entities, and how their work structure is, and the
way they work, I feel like I’m blessed in this company. In stressful times, at times
when I feel I can’t take a break, and times where there’s a lot of pressure, and
there’s no support, these are the times when I feel like, ‘Okay, I’m giving up. I
need to leave. I need a job that is a bit less hectic, one that gives me a better
work–life balance’. But then their words—the customers, my colleagues, and
even the top managers—as well as the generally positive work environment,
encourage me to stay. (Participant 8)

It is clear from Participant 8’s response that NPM objectives and processes may lead to
additional work-related pressures and stress, but pleasure and job satisfaction resulting
from things such as a positive work environment and good relationships with others may
result in continued loyalty toward the organization.

5. Discussion

The primary aim of the study was to gain an understanding of the effects of NPM on
WLB and consequent employee behavior, specifically with regard to OCB and job turnover
intentions. More specifically, the objectives revolved around understanding the key aspects
of NPM in the Abu Dhabi public sector, and how employee behavior in this sector has
been affected by national and regional institutions, e.g., culture and values in the Arab
Gulf region.

Our first research question is concerned with identifying the key characteristics of NPM
that are implemented in Abu Dhabi’s public organizations. In particular, we considered
how different the implementation of NPM is in Abu Dhabi compared to its implementation
in Western countries such as the UK and US. Our participants unanimously agreed that
the application of NPM principles in Abu Dhabi’s public organizations has contributed
towards achieving superior levels of efficiency and productivity, while delivering higher
quality services to citizens. However, the results reveal the presence of two types of
implementation: traditional and innovative. The majority of the organizations featured in
this research implement NPM in an innovative manner whereby the use of the private sector
is limited to selected redundant services and contracts. Furthermore, while customer service
is emphasized in these organizations, the steps taken towards ensuring the happiness
of the customer are markedly different from organizations that implement NPM in its
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traditional entirety. For example, organizations adopting an innovative approach to NPM
implementation use customer feedback to understand the needs of customers and develop
proactive measures to ensure that every customer is satisfied.

It is not entirely clear what has prompted some organizations to implement NPM
innovatively. This will require a deeper analysis of the cultural orientations and other orga-
nizational factors, which is outside the scope of this research. However, some stipulations
for why some companies can implement NPM innovatively while others do not are dis-
cussed. First, it is possible that variations in NPM implementation may be attributed to the
fact that, in the UAE each public sector organization is granted some degree of autonomy,
giving it the power to make changes to its internal processes as it sees fit. Second, the
organizational culture and dialogue that exists within an organization can help to account
for this difference in the implementation of NPM wherein an organization that favors a
more open and innovative culture may have implemented NPM innovatively. Third, the
leadership governing the organizations may also play a role in the implementation of NPM.
These parameters can be further explored by future researchers.

Although traditional NPM implementation also focuses on the customer, NPM has
sometimes been criticized for its limited involvement of citizens, such that citizens have
often been frustrated by the shallow participation efforts [54]. This limitation is not found in
the implementation of NPM in Abu Dhabi’s public sector, as organizations actively involve
customers in product and process design and delivery, and proactively try to resolve any
potential issues that the customers may have. Furthermore, our participants observed that
customer satisfaction with services and the organizations delivering them also extended to
overall satisfaction with the government.

In the organizations that adopt an innovative implementation approach to NPM, our
participants reported that efficiency as a whole is integrated into the strategic objectives of
the organization to the extent that it influences the mind-sets of employees into seeking
efficiency in work as a positive form of a contribution to the organization and to the country.
Serving the country is perhaps something unique to the Arab Gulf culture, in comparison
to Western cultures. In many Abu Dhabi public organizations, efficiency is not considered
as an outcome, but rather a part of the organization’s culture, whereby everything is done
with efficiency at its core.

Some organizations benchmark their performance against other countries, to reveal
the differences and shortcomings in their internal and external services. Employees are
involved in the performance evaluation process and given ownership to deliver solutions
that will improve both efficiency and service quality. Most public organizations in Abu
Dhabi have made tremendous progress in making most key services automatic or smart,
where customers access services using as much technology as possible. This has resulted in
smaller workforces, but it has not reduced the workload of employees or managers, who
simply have new work tasks and responsibilities. The specification of KPIs gives managers
clear targets to achieve, but working with limited resources often results in work overload
and feelings of pressure and stress.

To answer our second research question about how NPM has impacted upon the
perceived WLB of managers in Abu Dhabi’s public organizations, it was found that our
participants can be organized into two clusters, with one group having good or acceptable
WLB and one group having poor or unsatisfactory WLB. Individuals employed in organiza-
tions adopting the innovative approaches to NPM were more likely to be in the good WLB
group, compared to individuals working in organizations implementing the traditional
approaches. Individuals in the poor WLB cluster typically reported decreased staffing,
increased responsibilities, heavy workloads, tougher KPIs, and increased monitoring of
individual work performance, which often lead to feelings of overwork and stress. When
individuals work several hours each week beyond their formal work hours, they are more
likely to perceive that they possess a poor WLB.

Managers in the poor WLB cluster generally view performance management and mon-
itoring as a burden and a huge task. It should be noted that these managers tend to work for
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organizations that have outsourced their key services to the private sector. These managers
refer to performance monitoring and management as being external to their work, such
that there is no integration of performance management and reporting responsibilities in
their daily jobs. Furthermore, some managers indicated that their reporting responsibilities
were very time consuming due to the requirement for an exorbitant amount of detail in the
reporting of the progress on their work.

Although a manager’s WLB is determined in part by their organization’s structure,
processes, and goals, as well as the individual’s specific work tasks and responsibilities
and the resources and support provided to them, WLB is also shaped by the individual’s
marital and family status and obligations for caring for family members, as well as their
leisure and recreational interests and hobbies. The incomes of public sector managers in
the UAE is such that many individuals employ home maids or nannies for their children,
which may reduce the non-work demands on them.

From a theoretical standpoint, current research indicates that the NPM model has many
elements that may provide job difficulties for managers of public organizations [11,14,37].
These obstacles may have an effect on a manager’s WLB. Ferris and Grady [48] claim
that management models designed for the private sector often have limits in terms of
their effectiveness when applied in the public sector. Private sector management methods
may help achieve the desired efficiency and effectiveness, but before transferring them
to the public sector, all problems influencing their acceptance and implementation must
be thoroughly addressed. The basic assumption is that the two sectors are fundamentally
distinct in terms of decision-making, problems of interest, and objective complexity. As
a consequence, managers of public organizations are often under pressure to produce
outcomes using a model that does not fully fit the public sector’s character [55].

Previous research has suggested that performance expectations under the NPM
paradigm are often exaggerated and, in some instances, unreasonable [56]. Coles and
Jones [56] also argue that NPM reform plans are often oversold, creating unrealistic expec-
tations for efficiency improvements on the part of public agency management. Particular
issues that limit the effectiveness of NPM include a lack of suitable performance measure-
ment methods, institutional changes that are out of step with their settings, and a dearth
of capacity development in the public sector. NPM methods such as contracting may fail
to produce the anticipated advantages, and additional responsibilities may be placed on
the managers. Thus, this research further extends the discourse that exists in terms of how
NPM implementation leads to higher levels of job responsibilities, which may then lead to
worsening WLB amongst managers. However, it was observed in this study that managers
who welcomed additional responsibilities to achieve career growth and advancement, or
as an indication of their success, tended to have superior perceived WLB.

Our third research question is concerned with how OCB are affected by WLB. The
findings from this research are surprising and suggest that, even in the face of poor WLB,
the OCB of most employees is not affected. In other words, participants from both clusters
exhibit OCB, regardless of their WLB. It is important to understand why managers who
have poor WLB still have good levels of OCB. Virtually all of our participants demonstrated
a keenness to help both their organization and their colleagues. Regardless of their cluster,
several participants showed an active interest in ensuring that their organization improves
and better serves the end users. It is likely that in some cases an individual’s poor WLB is
partially attributable to keen participation in OCB. In other words, the OCB may be part of
the cause of low WLB.

Particularly in Cluster 1, several participants spoke about ‘going above and beyond’,
to ensure that their organization moves forward as a whole. A similar belief is harbored
by these participants with respect to helping their colleagues; they assist their colleagues
because they believe that they are all part of the whole, and if their colleagues are impacted
by something then they will also be impacted. The OCB of managers in Cluster 2 is focused
more toward their colleagues than to the organization itself. Furthermore, the reasons why
individuals provide support to colleagues also differs; managers in Cluster 1 often support
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their colleagues to empower them and help them succeed in their careers, while managers
in Cluster 2 provide support to alleviate the work pressures that colleagues have.

The findings of this study are in stark contrast to previous research, which suggests
that the various dimensions of poor WLB, such as lack of adequate time for social and
personal commitments, are negatively related with OCB dimensions such as altruism
and civic virtue [57,58]. One of the possible reasons for this could be the collectivist
nature of the society in the UAE, whereby people expect to look after themselves and their
immediate family members as well as others, compared to the degree of support received
from social institutions [59]. National culture influences organizational culture through
national cultural beliefs, norms, and values being imposed on organizations. This process
occurs through societal establishment in which case organizations are compelled to adopt
the dominant societal practices in order to achieve a good fit. Therefore, the societal practice
of helping one another translates into workplace behavior where colleagues offer support
to one another due to the collective nature of the society.

Another possible reason for this phenomenon is that the employees are expected not
only to commit themselves to their work goals, but also to identify with their respective
workplaces [60]. Individuals’ feelings of organizational identification may lead to high
levels of OCB regardless of their WLB. Although top managers may be pleased that
individuals from both clusters display OCB, it does not mean that they can ignore WLB
issues. It may be considered unethical to demand workloads that impact negatively upon
WLB, and having many individuals with poor WLB may impact upon the organization in
other ways, such making the organization less attractive to potential new recruits.

Our fourth and final research question seeks to understand how turnover intentions
are affected by WLB. It was observed that managers who have a good WLB have a lower
rate of turnover intention whereas managers who have poor WLB are less loyal to the
organization. This result was largely expected because it has been established in prior
research [38,39,41,43]. However, the present findings support and extend the existing
literature. In general, turnover intentions are higher among managers who have more
demanding family responsibilities or family members who express dissatisfaction with
the individual’s work demands. In summary, the findings of this research suggest that
NPM implementation in Abu Dhabi’s public sector does have an effect on the WLB of the
managers; however, how this impacts upon OCB and turnover intentions varies. Although
it is good that employee turnover is relatively low among Abu Dhabi’s public sector
organizations, the fact that some individuals even think about leaving suggests that top
managers should be aware of this fact and implement actions that reduce such thoughts.
However, it should be noted that individuals may contemplate leaving their organization
for many different reasons, which may be unrelated to NPM or WLB, for example to pursue
an opportunity that offers career advancement, or a new challenge or experience.

6. Conclusions

This research identified two categories of manager in Abu Dhabi public organizations:
one that perceives good or acceptable WLB and where individuals have low turnover
intentions, and a second where individuals perceive poor or unsatisfactory WLB and as a
result may have higher turnover intentions. Both groups demonstrated reasonably high
levels of OCB, for reasons that have been discussed. This study contributes to theory by
identifying that there is a clear dichotomy between managers of innovative implementation
of NPM relative to managers of organizations with traditional NPM.

Second, it was observed that managerial attitudes towards accepting new work tasks
and responsibilities, and their overall outlook on the utility of competition, is also a determi-
nant of WLB. This is an interesting finding and indicates that within the same public sector,
differences in operationalizing NPM result in different outcomes. Creating an internal
organizational culture that embeds efficiency at its core ensures that the managers work
with the mind-set of efficiency in all of their work tasks and do not consider it as additional
work that needs to be done. While the role of organizational culture has been established
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as a parameter in WLB, more research needs to be conducted on how managerial attitudes
determine the extent of WLB in an organization. Moreover, when the private sector is fully
outsourced, it imposes increased pressure on the managers because they have to oversee
the performance of their subordinates as well as the private sector.

Third, the cultural and institutional profile of the UAE and the general attitude of
the population towards bettering public services needs special mention. It was noted
previously that the managers who have good WLB maintain a positive attitude in relation
to additional and extra work and have high levels of OCB. However, it was noted that
managers who have poor WLB, who may hold a generally negative disposition towards
their work, still display OCB. This is perhaps indicative of the camaraderie between the
people in the UAE and the collective nature of the society. In this case, the contribution is
the understanding that the institutional makeup of a country influences the extent to which
the NPM is implemented and the resultant impact it has on WLB, OCB, and loyalty of
managers. This study also makes a conceptual contribution by creating new knowledge in
the area of NPM in an Arab Gulf country that is markedly different from Western contexts,
where most of the extant research is concentrated.

The fourth contribution of this study is that, by shedding light on the implementation
of NPM in a nation that has considerable centralized economic planning, it has outlined
an innovative and new manner in which NPM may be implemented, which results in
higher citizen participation, greater focus on customer service, and greater emphasis on
internal automation and efficiency, with a positive culture and attitude towards work and
achievement, and with high levels of positive internal competition.

The main practical implication of the results is that the implementation of NPM need
not follow the traditional approach, because when an innovative approach is applied to the
implementation of NPM, it leads to greater employee-level benefits, such as superior levels
of WLB, OCB, and loyalty, which may also enhance the individual’s productivity and job
satisfaction. Therefore, organizations in the public sector need to adopt NPM in a unique
and contextually appropriate manner, rather than simply applying all of its principles
together without adaptation and customization.

The research is not, of course, without limitations. The study was undertaken with a
relatively small sample in only one city, which may limit generalizability of the findings.
Our proposed conceptual model—which links NPM with OCB and employee turnover
intentions through WLB acting as a mediating influence—may in future be tested using
quantitative data. Of course, in reality, there are other factors/concepts that may act
as mediating variables in addition to WLB and future research can also investigate the
explanatory power of such alternatives. The research design appeared to work well, but
some participants questioned whether it was really necessary to collect the data in two
rounds of interviews. The researchers maintain their original view that this approach helped
minimize possible biases while gaining rich and detailed information from the participants,
who appeared to share their attitudes, feelings, and experiences quite candidly.

Future studies could be conducted in different locations globally, and it could be
investigated whether demographic features such as gender, age, nationality, and education
level have an impact on perceived WLB, OCB, and loyalty. Finally, in line with the insights
gained in the present research, future researchers may conduct a large-scale comparative
case study comparing an Arab Gulf or Middle Eastern country with a Western nation, to
analyze in greater detail the specific differences between the implementation of NPM in
the countries. This will provide a deeper understanding of how emerging nations differ in
comparison to the developed nations in their NPM implementation.
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