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Offshore Fly in/Fly out (FIFO)Employment: Work Characteristics and Suitability for 

Generation Y 

Abstract 

Australia is currently experiencing an ageing of its population, which has the potential to 

significantly impact on society, namely, employment. With the entry of Generation Y (Gen 

Y), the Australian workforce consists of four generations who are working increasingly 

longer hours. Extended working hours has been recognised as a risk factor for several 

undesirable consequences and is distinctive of fly in/fly out (FIFO) employment. The purpose 

ofthe review is to explore the literature which addresses the impact ofFIFO employment 

with a following emphasis on issues surrounding Gen Y. A range of published work was 

incorporated fi·om the fields of organisational and psychosocial psychology and covered a 

variety of workplace and well-being aspects to aid in understanding the impact of offshore 

FIFO employment and its suitability for Gen Y. The research indicated that FIFO work can 

present unique challenges for individuals and that Gen Y are exhibiting characteristics not 

seen before in older generations which has implications for the workforce. Investigation into 

these topics has typically been done from differing perspectives and consequently, knowledge 

regarding the direct effects of offshore FIFO employment on the current generation of 

workers remains largely unknown. 

Author: Talya Carter 

Supervisor: Dr. Elizabeth Kaczmarek 

Submitted: October, 2008 
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Offshore Fly in/Fly out (FIFO) Employment: Work Characteristics and Suitability for 

Generation Y. 

Australia, like most developed nations is experiencing a rapid ageing of the 

population. The median age of an Australian in 1976 was 28.3 years compared to 36.4 years 

today and is expected to increase to 40.1 years in a decade (McCrindle, 2006). With the 

median age of an Australian increasing by 12 years over four decades significant impacts on 

society are being forecasted by demographers and those in the human service industry. One 

area where an ageing population significantly impacts on society is in employment, an ageing 

population directly relates to an ageing workforce (McCrindle, 2006). Additionally, Australia 

is currently experiencing the biggest generational shift in six decades. With the entry of 

Generation Y (Gen Y), who are currently aged between 18 and 28 years old to the working 

world, the Australian workforce for the first time contains four g~nerations (Eisner, 2005). 

These are the Builders, who were born before 1946, Baby Boomers, who were born between 

1946 and 1964, Generation X, who were born between 1965 and 1979 and Gen Y, who were 

born between 1980 and 1994. This wide range of diversity in the workplace has the potential 

to be problematic as each generation brings with it a unique set of experiences, attitudes, 

beliefs and expectations which are not always compatible. Alternatively, if managed correctly 

the four generations can create a workplace environment characterised by loyalty, 

enthusiasm, vitality, maturity and a willingness to learn. 

The current working climate of the Australian labour force is varied, however, it has 

been noted that irrespective of generation many Australians are working increasingly long 

hours. In a study by Skinner and Pocock (2008) on a sample of 1,435 working Australians, 

22.5 percent were working 48 hours or more per week. Further investigation into this 

percentage revealed 31.7 percent of male respondents worked more than 48 hours a week 

while 11.9 percent of women did so. These long hours spent working have been widely 
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recognised in the literature as a significant risk factor for a range of undesirable consequences 

such as physical and mental health complaints, impairments to family and personal 

relationships and challenges trying to balance work and life commitments (Caruso, 2006; 

Pocock, 2006; Spurgeon, 2003). 

Long working hours and regular absences from home characterise many professions. 

Some of which include, fly in/fly out (FIFO) employment, commercial fishing, aviation, 

military services and also long haul truck drivers. FIFO employment can present challenges 

to all individuals, irrespective of their generation. An exploratory study was conducted by 

Sibbel and Kaczmarek (2005) which investigated why people chose FIFO, how they made 

this decision and whether this choice was a permanent one across different stages of the life 

cycle. Their findings revealed that an individual's decision to work FIFO was influenced by a 

number of factors relating to the challenges faced by people at a particular stage in the life 

span. These consisted of educational, health, employment, career, social and support needs. It 

was noted that the significance of these needs fluctuated according to the specific needs of an 

individual at a given time in their life. However, the challenges for Gen Y are perhaps not 

well understood. Further exploration into these issues is important for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, from an organisational standpoint ,it is important to identify the issues relating to how 

to attract and retain this new cohort of workers and secondly, from a psychosocial perspective 

it is essential to understand how this generation develops psychologically in the context of 

their social environment. 

This review aims to address the general issues confronting the contemporary FIFO 

workforce with a subsequent emphasis on the unique challenges faced by Gen Y. It will draw 

upon established work in the fields of organisational and psychosocial psychology, covering 

( a range of workplace and well-being aspects, some of which include job satisfaction, worker 

\etention, work/life balance and personal relationships. ·· 
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Fly in/Fly out 

The current FIFO workforce 

As demand for resources continues to expand globally a rising number of mining 

projects are located in regions away from established areas of population. Due to the remote 

locality of resources, companies seeking to mine these sites introduced a long distance 

commuter or FIFO option for their workforce (Houghton, 1993). FIFO can be defined as "all 

employment in which the work is so isolated fi·om the workers' homes that food and 

accommodation are provided for them at the work site, and rosters are established whereby 

employees spend a fixed number of days at the site, followed by a fixed number of days at 

home" (Storey & Shrimpton, 1989, p.2). 

FIFO operations attract a wide variety of workers to the industry, the Western 

Australian resources sector is responsible for the direct employment of 52,000 individuals 

and the indirect employment of 156,000 people; overall this industry employs an estimated 

21% ofthe WA workforce (Chamber ofMinerals and Energy of Western Australia 

[CMEWA], 2006). Statistics reveal that 54.13% of mining personnel are male aged between 

35 and 54 years of age, which account for the majority of this workforce. However 34.78% of 

workers are male aged between 18 and 34 years of age (Australian Bureau of Statistics 

[ABS], 2006a), indicating that the younger generation of workers are beginning to comprise a 

moderate percentage of the mining workforce. Women are also employed in the mining 

industry; however they represent a smaller proportion of personnel with 18% of workers 

being female of all ages (ABS, 2006a). 

Company benefits and key variations between offshore and onshore FIFO 

FIFO employment originated in the late 1940's to service the offshore oil sector in the 

Gulf of Mexico and oil and gas companies later introduced FIFO to Australia in the 1960's 

for both offshore and onshore production (CMEW A, 2006; Houghton, 1993). Since this time 
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FIFO employment has continued to expand and is now utilised to service all areas of remote 

mining, including both offshore oil and gas and land based mining projects. It is important to 

note that FIFO is the only viable option for the offshore oil and gas industry as unlike land 

based mine sites daily commuting is not possible and permanent accommodations are not 

available (Shrimpton & Storey, 2001). FIFO is viewed by companies as an effective way to 

meet the growing demand and an option that also offers several benefits (Houghton, 1993). 

These benefits include the lower levels of capital expenditure required to run a FIFO 

operation compared to building a new town suitable for the accommodation of workers and 

their families. Additionally, there is also a significant reduction in the front-end cost of 

establishing a new mine (Houghton, 1993). Effectively, large capital outlays on town 

infrastructure are replaced by transport expenses which are evenly spread across the life of 

the project; this becomes particularly important for companies as some mine sites have a 

short life expectancy (Houghton, 1993). 

FIFO employment plays an important role in fulfilling the economic, social and 

workforce needs of the current resources industry. Employment practices of offshore 

personnel differ from those who work on land based mine sites (CMEWA, 2007; Parkes, 

2007). A key variation between the two industries is the differing work patterns employees 

are required to work. Typically, offshore workers spend two weeks offshore followed by a 

period of two week on-shore leave (2/2). This differs from land based personnel as the most 

common work pattern consists of 9 days on with 5 days leave (9/5). Although these work 

patterns seem to be the most common it is evident that there is a wide array of variation in 

rosters (CMEWA, 2007; Parkes, 2007). 

Current Approaches to FIFO Research 

Australian research that focuses on psychosocial aspects of FIFO employment appears 

to be limited (Sibbel & Kaczmarek, 2005); however existing research has tended to approach 
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this phenomenon fi·om two, sometimes overlapping perspectives. Firstly, there is a pool of 

research that has taken an organisational approach and secondly research concerning 

psychosocial aspects such as well-being. Specifically, organisational research has focused on 

employee satisfaction, the effects of hazardous work environments, the impact of extended 

work hours and fatigue as well as ways to retain employees within the industry (Beach, 

Brereton & Cliff, 2003; Parkes, 2002; Parkes, 2007; Parkes & Clarke, 1997). The 

psychosocial perspective has focused on how FIFO employment impacts on the individual, 

their relationships with others and their families as well as how they establish and maintain a 

work/life balance (Beach, 1999; Cooper & Sutherland, 1987; Houghton, 1993; Kaczmarek & 

Sibbel, 2008; Parkes, 1998; Taylor, Morrice, Clarke & McCann, 1985; Ulleberg & Rundmo, 

1997). Although organisational and psychosocial directions differ in their approaches they 

also share common characteristics which are often related to each other. 

Organisational Considerations and FIFO 

Theories ofjob satisfaction 

An individual's feeling of satisfaction toward their employment has meaningful 

implications for how they perform their job (Turner & Brown, 2004). Job satisfaction is 

important to consider as it has been related to a reduced intent to leave an organisation, 

reduced rates 'of absenteeism, decreased turnover and increased worker well-being and 

morale (Turner & Brown, 2004). Job satisfaction is typically defined as an employee's level 

of positive affect toward their current job situation (Jex, 2002). Job satisfaction has been 

found to comprise of both cognitive and behavioural components. The cognitive aspect 

represents an employee's beliefs about their job, such as a person may find their job 

interesting, stimulating, dull or demanding (Jex, 2002). The behavioural component 

represents employee's behavioural tendencies toward their job; these include attending work 

regularly, working hard and intending to remain with the organisation for a long period of 
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time (Jex, 2002). Job satisfaction is largely determined by employees' comparison of what 

the job is currently providing them and what they would like it to provide. For every aspect of 

a job, such as pay, working conditions and supervision, employees make some assessment of 

what they are currently receiving (Judge, Thoresen, Bono & Patton, 2001). These 

assessments become meaningful to the individual when they are compared with what an 

employee feels they should be receiving from a certain aspect of their job. These perceptions 

are based on a number of factors such as the employee's skill, the amount oftime they 

commit to their job and the availability of other employment opportunities (Jex, 2002; Judge 

et al., 2001). For example, if an employee perceives that what they are currently receiving to 

be at or above what they should be receiving then they are satisfied, if not, then feelings of 

dissatisfaction are evoked. 

One theory which attempts to explain job satisfaction is the job characteristic model 

developed by Hackman and Oldham (1975). This theory posits that job satisfaction is 

determined primarily by the nature of employees' jobs or by the characteristics of the 

organisations in which they work. According to this theory, employees cognitively evaluate 

their job and organisation and make some determination of their relative level of satisfaction. 

It was suggested by Hackman and Oldham (1975) that jobs differ in the extent to which they 

involve five core dimensions, skill variety, task identity, task significance, autonomy and 

feedback. If jobs are designed in a way that increases the presence of these characteristics 

then three important psychological states can occur in employees; experienced 

meaningfulness of work, experienced responsibility for work outcomes and knowledge of 

results of work activities. According to Hackman and Oldham (1975) when these 

psychological states are experienced work motivation and job satisfaction will be high. This 

model has relevance for FIFO employment as workers may trade off low levels of job 

satisfaction for financial remuneration (Houghton, 1993). 
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For FIFO employees there are numerous work practices which may impact on their 

levels of job satisfaction, one of these being their work rosters. In a study by Parkes and 

Clark (1997) which examined employee satisfaction with regular 2/2 and 3/3 equal time 

rosters it was found that there was a significant difference in satisfaction between 2/2 and 3/3 

work patterns. The findings revealed that those employees working the 2/2 schedule 

generally reported higher satisfaction scores compared to those on the 3/3 schedules. 

Interestingly, when the type of job undertaken by employees and age were considered, job 

type was a significant factor in predicting satisfaction with work patterns. Those employed in 

catering, administration and construction reported higher levels of satisfaction with the 2/2 

pattern compared to those employed in a maintenance, technical, production, drilling or 

management position. In contrast, among those working the 3/3 pattern age was a significant 

factor with older employees being more satisfied than their younger counterparts (Parkes & 

Clarke, 1997). Therefore, it can be inferred that the type of roster an employee works affects 

their feelings of satisfaction toward their job. 

Offshore work hazards 

The work involved on offshore installations can consist of potentially dangerous 

production and/or drilling operations. Parkes (2007) noted that the concentrated work 

patterns, the nature of the tasks involved in combination with the effects of fatigue are 

possible sources of risk to the safety and well-being of employees. Two types of risks have 

been identified; these are operational risk resulting from human error which includes risk of 

explosion, fire, structural failure, shut down, reduced productivity and the risk related to the 

physical and psychological well-being of individuals such as injury, illness, sleep disturbance 

and anxiety (Parkes, 2007). 

The negative effects of extended work hours and fatigue are common to both 

operational risk and human error. Offshore employees have to remain on the installation 
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during off-shift hours, leisure activities and sleeping arrangements are restricted to the 

facilities that are available on board (Parkes, 2002). Research regarding the role oflong hours 

and shift patterns as risk factors for health impairment has been examined primarily in 

relation to sleep complaints and psychosomatic problems (Parkes, 2002). Parkes (2007) 

conducted a study that examined the combined effects of shiftwork, differing job types and 

work perceptions on health related outcomes using 1,598 male employees from the North Sea 

oil and gas installations. The results revealed that shift work directly predicted gastric 

problems and sleep disturbances. Parkes (2007) concluded that these effects can be attributed 

to the circadian adjustment necessitated by changes from day to night work and from night to 

day work. This problem is particularly relevant in the offshore industry as jobs are commonly 

covered by 12 hour shifts, and shift changes occur in the middle of the two-week work 

pattern. When job types were evaluated in the study with relation to health complaints results 

showed that construction workers were most likely to report work-related injuries, while 

drillers were most likely to report musculo-skeletal problems (Parkes, 2007). Among both 

construction and drilling workers headaches were found to be a common health complaint; it 

was suggested that this could be due to difficult environmental conditions and the physical 

nature of these jobs. 

Retention and turnover of employees 

Staff turnover and retention is an important area to consider for all industries and 

organisations. Some employee turnover has the potential to be beneficial for workplaces as it 

can attract new skills and ideas to companies and creates new employment opportunities 

(Pinkovitz & Moskal, 1997). However, continuing high turnover can have a number of 

negative impacts. Firstly, turnover is a direct financial cost to employers. Specific costs vary 

depending on industries and occupations and will depend on the nature of the job as well as 

the difficulty in recruiting a suitable replacement. However, generally, direct costs include 
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separation costs of departing employees, advertising costs and filling vacancies, training 

expenses of new personnel and the cost oflost productivity (Pinkovitz & Moskal, 1997). 

Secondly, turnover impacts adversely on operational efficiency. Where there is ongoing 

instability in the workforce, consequences can include increased stress and tension among 

those remaining personnel who have to fill the gaps left by departing employees, declining 

worker morale and decreased productivity due to loss of work group synergy (Pinkovitz & 

Moskal, 1997). Thirdly, there has been concern that high rates of turnover can increase the 

risk of safety incidents. This can be attributed to the greater proportion of new recruits within 

a workforce. Consequently, communication lapses can occur creating more opportunity for 

error and difficulties in building and communicating a positive safety culture within a 

constantly changing workforce. Additionally, high turnover could be an indicator that 

employees are experiencing significant conflicts in their home and/or work life (Johnson, 

1995). This is particularly relevant for FIFO operations as repeated family absence has been 

shown to contribute to such tensions between the balance of work and family commitments 

(Beach, 1999; Storey, Shrimpton, Lewis & Clarke, 1989). This conflict is associated with 

stress, reduced productivity, increased turnover intentions and a range of other negative 

consequences (Johnson, 1995). 
,. 

In an attempt to enhance the mining industry's understanding of work force turnover 

Beach, Brereton and Cliff (2003) collected data from three mines in Western Australia and 

six mines in northern Queensland. This study focused primarily on FIFO mining sites, as 

previous studies indicated that FIFO sites tended to have higher levels of turnover than town-

based mining sites. A 'case study' methodology was utilised and data was collected from 

interviews, company records, public documents and site visits. Beach, Brereton and Cliff 

(2003) found that annual turnover for company employees' averaged 21 percent and turnover 

rates within sites tended to be highest amongst staff in professional and managerial positions 
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as well as staff in the operations area. It was also found that employee turnover rates were 

influenced by a number of factors including the FIFO roster structure with shorter rosters (9 

days on/5 days off and 8 days on/6 days off) being associated with lower rates of employee 

turnover. Another factor that was shown to effect turnover was the level of management 

commitment to employee training and skill development as well as the extent to which 

management had been successful in creating and maintaining a positive workplace culture. 

Thus, it can be assumed that although FIFO turnover is not easy to control, certain aspects of 

the work arrangement and management style can be addressed to assist with managing the 

issue. This study investigated staff turnover for land based mining sites and consequently 

generalising these findings to the offshore oil and gas industry requires caution. However, it 

provides a good foundation to assist in the understanding of the factors associated with staff 

turnover within FIFO employment. 

Psychosocial Considerations and FIFO 

Theories of work I life balance 

Due to the diverse nature of the Australian workforce increased emphasis has been 

placed on issues relating to work/life balance (Cappelli, 2000; Russell & Bowman, 2000). 

This is important for both employees and organisations as it has become increasingly evident 

that organisations need to develop strategies that provide employees some flexibility in 

balancing their work and life commitments (Cappelli, 2000). 

As inferred fl·om systems research two significant elements of adult life are work and 

family (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). However, the expectations that arise from these two domains 

are not always compatible, creating conflicts between work and family life. These conflicts 

are related to outcomes such as job dissatisfaction, burnout, and employee turnover 

(Greenhaus, 1988), as well as to outcomes related to psychological distress such as 

depression, life and relationship dissatisfaction (Gutek, Searle & Klepa, 1991). Work/family 
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conflict can be viewed as a form of inter-role conflict, that is, when pressures associated with 

membership in one role are in conflict with pressures from membership in other roles. This 

type of conflict reflects the degree to which role responsibilities from the work and family 

domains are incompatible such that participation in either the work or family role is made 

more difficult by the virtue of participation in the other role (Gutek, Searle & Klepa, 1991). 

Thus, the demands of one role (either work or family) can make performance of the other role 

more complex. 

The general demands of a particular role refer to the responsibilities, requirements, 

expectation, duties and commitments associated with a given role (Netemeyer, Boles, 

McMurrian, 1996). There have been two specific types of conflict identified, these are time 

based conflict and strain based conflict. Time based conflict occurs when the amount of time 

devoted to the family role interferes with performing work related responsibilities and vice 

versa. Strain based conflict occurs when demands created by the work role interferes with 

performing family responsibilities and vice versa (Netemeyer, Boles, McMurrian, 1996). For 

example, irritability and anxiety created by pressures at work interfere with an individual's 

ability to perform family duties. 

In contrast, work/life balance refers to feelings of satisfaction and good levels of 

functioning at work and at home, with minimum conflict between these domains (Clark, 

2000). One theory that has been developed to explain how individuals' maintain a sense of 

work/life balance is boundary theory. This theory was developed by Nippert-Eng (1996) who 

suggested that individuals consciously and deliberately create boundaries around their work 

and personal lives. Additionally, some individuals' construct boundaries to ensure these 

domains remain separate from one another while others construct boundaries so that the 

domains can be integrated. Nippert-Eng (1996) identified that the construction of a boundary 
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versa. Strain based conflict occurs when demands created by the work role interferes with 

performing family responsibilities and vice versa (Netemeyer, Boles, McMurrian, 1996). For 

example, irritability and anxiety created by pressures at work interfere with an individual's 

ability to perform family duties. 

In contrast, work/life balance refers to feelings of satisfaction and good levels of 

functioning at work and at home, with minimum conflict between these domains (Clark, 

2000). One theory that has been developed to explain how individuals' maintain a sense of 

work/life balance is boundary theory. This theory was developed by Nippert-Eng (1996) who 

suggested that individuals consciously and deliberately create boundaries around their work 

and personal lives. Additionally, some individuals' construct boundaries to ensure these 

domains remain separate from one another while others construct boundaries so that the 

domains can be integrated, Nippert-Eng (1996) identified that the construction of a boundary 
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which allows separation or integration depends on various factors including type of 

occupation, co-workers, family members or individual preference. 

This theory was further developed by Ashforth, Kreiner and Fugate (2000), who in 

their work focused on transitions between roles held within and between domains as a way of 

understanding how individuals' manage their boundaries. It was suggested that people 

actively construct a boundary around each domain that varies in strength. Strong boundaries 

are constructed to maintain work and family as separate domains, whereas weak boundaries 

are created to facilitate ease of integration between work and family life. Boundary strength 

can be characterised by permeability and flexibility. A boundary is considered permeable if 

elements from one domain are readily found in the other domain. Permeability can be 

conceptualised as interruptions from one domain into the other (Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 

2000). For example, a work boundary can be considered permeable if the employee can be 

contacted by the family while at work. Additionally, a boundary is considered flexible if it 

could be relaxed to meet the demands of the other domain (Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate, 

2000). For example, a work boundary is flexible if an individual perceives that they could 

leave their workplace to attend to a family matter. Permeability and flexibility in FIFO 

employment has the potential to create strain to an individual's work/life balance. Due to the 

remoteness of work sites and the nature of work and shift arrangements, families may have to 

wait until an employees' shift is completed before contact with them could be made. 

Furthermore, flexibility may be difficult as workers are unable to leave work to attend to 

family matters instantly. Thus, the potential of FIFO work to disrupt a sense of balance in an 

individual is exacerbated by these factors. 

Impact of FIFO on the individual 

FIFO employment has the potential to raise a unique set of psychosocial challenges 

for those who are involved. Investigation into these challenges conducted by Houghton 
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(1993) found that this lifestyle can impact both positively and negatively on the workers 

overall psychological functioning. Some of the positive aspects identified by Houghton 

(1993) were firstly, financial remuneration, companies offer their employees a considerable 

salary to attract and retain them in the industry. Secondly, the work schedules available to 

FIFO employees are designed to allow for a period of time at home which enables them to 

partake in extensive leisure activities and provides an opportunity to spend a solid period of 

time with friends and family. Furthermore, FIFO employment allows workers and their 

families to be based in metropolitan areas instead of relocating to remote mining towns thus 

providing access to a diverse range of government and community services (Houghton, 

1993). 

In contrast to these positive aspects of the lifestyle, a computer-based survey 

conducted by Brereton, Barclay, Beach, Laffan and Arts (2006) of 1,370 land based mining 

industry professionals found that high workforce turnover remains a major concern for the 

mining industry. The results showed that 9% of respondents had an intention to leave the 

industry in the next two years and of those likely to leave 52% were under the age of 50, thus 

suggesting retirement was unlikely to be the motivating factor. Additionally, 48% of people 

stated that they were likely to change their workplace over the next two years and 39% stated 

they would change employer. It was found that lifestyle issues had more influence over a 

person's decision to change compared to professional issues. Maintaining a balance between 

work and home life was the most impmiant consideration for 50% of the people when 

considering job options, while 48% of respondents indicated that the FIFO lifestyle put 

pressure on forming and maintaining personal relationships. The respondents of this survey 

were members of the Australian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy (AusiMM) and 

representative of an ageing workforce, with 52% aged 45 years and older, additionally, 90% 

of people who completed the survey were married or partnered (Brereton et al., 2006). This 
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suggests that care should be taken in generalising from this sample to the industry as a whole; 

however, this survey provides valuable insights into the concerns and experiences of mining 

industry professionals. 

Effects of offihore FIFO on individual fimctioning 

In a review of oil and gas industry research Parkes (1998) suggested that compared to 

land based FIFO employees, offshore workers experience increased levels of anxiety, more 

sleep problems and a higher workload. Some potential stressors experienced by offshore 

personnel consist of restricted living and working environments, lack of privacy, constant 

noise and activity, challenging shift arrangements with workloads fluctuating from periods of 

boredom to periods of concentrated activity. 

The psychosocial health and well-being of offshore employees is an important area of 

research as it allows valuable insights into how this lifestyle impacts on an individual. In an 

early study, Cooper and Sutherland (1987) explored the psychosocial and occupational 

stressors experienced by employees in the United Kingdom and Dutch sectors of the North 

Sea. The study assessed the mental well-being and job satisfaction with additional attention 

given to the incidence of accidents that occurred offshore in a sample of 194 male 

participants on drilling rig and production platform installations. The results showed that this 

occupationafcohort were considerably less satisfied with their jobs than their onshore 

counterparts. It was also found that overall mental well-being compared favourably with that 

of the general population however, levels of anxiety were significantly higher. Mulitvariate 

analysis of the results demonstrated that relationships at work and at home were strong 

predictors of both job dissatisfaction and mental ill-health (Cooper & Sutherland, 1987). 

These findings suggest that forming strong personal relationships have the capacity to 

promote increased well-being in FIFO employees. 



FIFO and Gen Y 17 

FIFO and challenges for personal relationships and families 

FIFO employment impacts not only the worker, but also on those people around them 

(Clark, McCann, Morrice & Taylor, 1985). The FIFO lifestyle requires families to cope with 

regular absences and the emotional demands of frequent partings and reunions. The 

separation from family and other social networks due to extended work periods has the 

potential to cause substantial strain for offshore workers, ultimately having an impact on their 

psychosocial health and well-being (Parkes, 1998; Ulleberg & Rundmo, 1997). 

The impact that the FIFO lifestyle has on families was explored in the early years of 

the North Sea exploration and production. Morrice and Taylor (1978; as cited in Parker, 

Clavarino, & Hubinger, 1998) identified a recurrent pattern of clinical symptoms which 

consisted of affective distress and behavioural changes in women whose husbands were 

employed in the offshore oil industry. As a result of their findings they labelled this pattern 

the 'intermittent husband syndrome' and found that psychiatric intervention would be 

advantageous for 10 percent of their sample (N = 200). However, in a later study which 

compared the physical and mental health between wives whose partners worked either 

offshore or onshore no differences were found (Taylor et al., 1985). Thus the existence ofthe 

'intermittent husband syndrome' was not established. 

In a more recent study of this phenomenon Parkes, Carnell and Farmer (2005) 

conducted surveys (N=245) and telephone interviews (N=39) to investigate the perceptions, 

attitudes and concerns of the female spouses of offshore employees in the UK sector of the 

North Sea. The results found that while spouses reported a number of problems and concerns 

relating to the offshore lifestyle and its impact on children, negative views were not universal 

among the sample. They discovered that most partners adapted reasonably well to the 

demands and challenges of having a partner working offshore. Two-thirds of the women in 

the sample experienced minor and usually temporary problems with their relationships, 
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family interactions and social life. However, the majority appeared to manage family 

demands adequately and to cope well with the emotional pressures of recurring separations 

and reunions. The women in the sample generally perceived both the positive and negative 

aspects ofthe lifestyle and often embraced the degree of independence this lifestyle offered 

them. Overall, these findings are more positive than previous research conducted by Morrice 

and Taylor (1978; as cited in Parker, Clavarino, & Hubinger, 1998) suggesting that, even 

though there can be disadvantages to this lifestyle some couples manage to implement 

effective coping strategies. 

At present, Australian workers are increasingly working longer hours and as a result 

emphasis has been placed on how this affects families. Research has suggested that extended 

working hours can negatively impact on an individuals' health and well-being, personal 

relationships, children and the community (Beach, 1999; Pocock, 2001). Additionally, 

Brofenbrenner (1986) suggested that a child's psychological development can be affected by 

external environments such as their parents' work place. This is significant for FIFO work as 

employees are repeatedly away from their children, often missing out on important family· 

occasions such as birthdays (Parkes, Carnell & Farmer, 2005). The parenting style of FIFO 

employees has been termed 'intermittent parenting' due to the recuning absences 

necessitated by this work (Beach, 1999). Research has demonstrated that intermittent 

parenting is not fundamentally flawed, as physical absence from children does not imply 

emotional absence (Beach, 1999; Gallegos, 2006). 

Emerging Generational Issues 

Generation Y, early adulthood and current research 

At present, the Australian workforce comprises of four generations; the Builders, 

Baby Boomers, Generation X and Gen Y (Eisner, 2005). Each generation brings a unique set 

of attitudes and expectations to the workplace and this diversity can have implications on 
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how employees and employers interact. Gen Y is the most recent cohort to enter the 

workforce and research has shown this generation are exhibiting some very distinctive 

characteristics when compared to their older counterparts (McCrindle, 2006; Savage, Collins­

Mayo, Mayo & Cray, 2006; Sheahan, 2008). The available literature generates some 

discrepancies in how this generation are chronologically identified, however, for the purpose 

of this paper Gen Y can be defined as the people who were born between 1980 and 1994 

(McCrindle, 2006). The current research on Gen Y has tended to take a human resources and 

marketing approach and has focused on how to attract and retain this cohort in the workplace, 

how to market goods to this generation and the common characteristics exhibited by this 

group of young people. The psychological literature surrounding Gen Y appears to be 

limited. However, the field of psychology has contributed to understanding Gen Y by 

focusing on the developmental stages of individuals across the lifespan. 

As inferred from psychological literature, Gen Y is currently in the stage of early 

adulthood. As an individual develops they encounter a range of developmental tasks which 

are sets of requirements relevant for development which people have to master at specific 

ages (Havinghurst, 1948, as cited in Bangerter, Grob & Krings, 2001). They include 

components such as knowledge about socially desirable goals, models about how to achieve 

them and normative standards and age deadlines. Success or failure in the resolution of 

developmental challenges impacts on an individual's well-being and social acceptance as 

well as how they overcome subsequent developmental tasks (Havinghurst, 1948, as cited in 

Bangerter, Grob & Krings, 2001). 

Early adulthood characterises an important developmental phase of the lifespan; it 

entails the developmental tasks of connecting to others, completing an education or training, 

finding a job, establishing a home, potentially partnering and starting a family (Arnett, 2000). 

Additionally, during this period most people develop certain personality characteristics; these 
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include becoming more socially dominant, warm, responsible, agreeable and emotionally 

stable (Arnett, 2000). According to Erikson (1963; as cited in Arnett, 2000) the major 

challenges confronted in early adulthood are intimacy and isolation. It is posited that people 

seek to find mutually satisfYing relationships, primarily through marriage or close partners 

and friends. If negotiation ofthis is successful tht:m people can experience a deep level of 

intimacy with others. However, if one fails to effectively accomplish this then they may 

isolate or distance themselves from others. The young adult must successfully overcome this 

identity crisis before being able to move into the next stage of adult development (Erikson, 

1963; as cited in Arnett, 2000). According to developmental psychology all individuals 

experience early adulthood at some point across the lifespan however, this is an important 

consideration for Gen Y as they are currently in the process of confronting the challenges 

associated with this developmental period. 

As previously noted, Gen Y is the newest generation to enter the workforce and is a 

much larger cohort than the generation that came before them (Eisner, 2005; McCrindle, 

2006). According to Eisner (2005) Gen Yare sociable, willing to fight for freedom and are 

arguably patriotic. They are the most technically literate, educated and ethnically diverse 

generation in history and tend to have more disposable income. Gen Y have a poor reputation 

when it comes to job commitment and company loyalty (Sheahan, 2008). However, research 

by McCrindle (2006) suggested that although Gen Y are three times more likely to change 

jobs in a year compared to the older generation, the frequent movement was typically due to 

their desire for variety, challenge, success, change and actively seeking out people who will 

further their development. 

In support of the previous findings, Hays Recruitment (2005) conducted an online 

survey with 1,200 people which compared Gen Y with the remainder of the workforce. The 

results of the survey found that this generation are career focused, yet risk-takers when it 



FIFO and Gen Y 21 

comes to their careers. When asked to rate what was important to their future, Gen Y placed 

their career first compared to the remainder of the workforce who rated their health as most 

important. Gen Y anticipated staying with their current employer for roughly 2-4 years, while 

the average for the remaining workforce was over 6 years. Gen Y placed the strongest 

emphasis on work/life balance when it came to choosing employment and expected an 

employer to provide them with ongoing learning and development, career progression, 

mentoring and strong leadership. In comparison, ongoing learning and development was most 

important to the remainder of the workforce, followed by work/life balance. Despite these 

differences, both groups believed adding value to their employer's organisation is a priority 

and both believed they were loyal employees, yet Gen Y admitted they anticipated remaining 

with an employer for just two to four years. Additionally, the results of the survey showed 

that benefits are influential for Gen Y, with 42% ofGen Y respondents indicating that they 

would not accept a job if it did not provide "perks" while 3 7% would not accept a job if it did 

not provide a parking space. In comparison, the remainder ofthe workforce stated that a lack 

of benefits would not hold them back from accepting a position (Hays Recruitment, 2005). 

Attracting and retaining Generation Y 

As a result of the aging population within the Australian workforce there has been an 

increasing interest in how companies can attract and retain Gen Y employees (McCrindle, 

2006). One of the largest research papers to be conducted into Gen Y's attitudes towards 

work was conducted by McCrindle (2006), this research surveyed 3,000 Australians and 

benchmarked the findings of Gen Y against the older generations. These surveys were 

followed up by focus groups ofGen Y's which allowed validation of the quantitative findings 

and to gain further explanation of their attitudes towards the working environment. The 

results are consistent with the Hays Recruitment research (2005) which indicate that Gen Y 

have multiple expectations of an organisation, it is not just the job description that attracts 
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them but the workplace culture, variety, apparent "fun", training, management style and 

flexibility that drives them. Additionally, when seeking a position 3 7.5% preferred a larger 

company with over 50 staff compared with 27.3% ofbapy boomers. When it comes to 

retaining Gen Yin the workforce research showed that 86% of them expected a promotion 

within two years, and McCrindle (2006) suggested that Gen Y employees were unlikely to 

remain with their current employer if no promotion was granted within this time. Work/life 

balance again emerged as a priority for Gen Y with one quatier of focus group participants 

placing this at the top of the list. It has been suggested that while employment matters to Gen 

Y and is an integral part of their life it is not their entire life, instead, work to Gen Y provides 

the financial means that enables them to engage in various aspects of life. 

Generation Y and social connectedness 

Gen Yare technologically connected like no other cohort, from their mobile phones to 

instant online messaging they can have access to each other and the rest of the world 24 hours 

a day. However, research by McCrindle (2006) indicated that this form of social 

connectedness has not met their social needs and they are searching for an authentic sense of 

community which entails forming close social relationships with others. Calek and Zander 

(1996) identified three main points which summed up the anxiety felt by this generation; 

namely, thafthey felt alone, abandoned and alienated. The authors then compared them with 

the older generation and suggested that Gen Y want to connect with other people and that 

they choose close relationships over employment and maintaining a sense of work/life 

balance over career advancement. However, Gen Y appears to have a reluctance to commit to 

community. According to the Australian Census results (ABS, 2006b) people today are 

getting married much later than previous generations, indicating that the majority of Gen Y at 

this time are unmarried. It was suggested that these findings could be due to the younger 

generation wanting to form close social relationships that the word community implies, 
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however they do not want the risk or cost associated with these aspects of life (McCrindle, 

2006). 

Generation Y and FIFO 

At present, literature focusing on generational issues in the FIFO industry appears to 

be limited. Research on FIFO employment has characteristically focused on the effects of 

FIFO and families, as well as accident rates among workers, attrition, absenteeism and the 

effect of roster schedules on stress and physical health (Chen, Wong, Lin & Cooper, 2003; 

Gallegos, 2006; Keown, 2005; Parkes, 1998; Shrimpton & Storey, 2001; Ulleberg & 

Rundmo, 1997). This research has commonly been directed towards o~der males who are in 

established relationships or marriages and those men who have children. This has 

implications for research as studies focusing on these individuals are typically concentrating 

on an older population who are experiencing different developmental challenges to those 

people going through early adulthood. 

Currently, it appears that no studies have directly researched the effects of FIFO 

employment and Gen Y. However, several studies have focused on how certain work rosters 

that are characteristic of FIFO employment, namely shift work, impact on individuals 

(Boggild, Burr, Tuchsen & Jeppesen, 2001; Boggild & Knutsson, 1999; de Jonge, Bosma, 

Peter, & Siegrist, 2000). These studies indicated that shift work, especially if it included night 

shifts, adversely impacts on an individual's physical health, psychological well-being and 

increases the risk of work-related accidents and injuries. These findings are significant for the 

FIFO industry as employees are often exposed to demanding shift work patterns (Parkes, 

2007). 

A study conducted by Reid and Dawson (200 1) provides some insight into the effects 

of shift work on younger and older people. In their study they simulated a 12 hour shift 

rotation in a laboratory for six consecutive days and measured the performance between 
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younger and older people. Participants completed two 12 hour day shifts, followed by two 12 

hour night shifts and were separated into two groups according to age, the younger group had 

a mean age of21.1 years and the older group had a mean age of 43.9 years. Performance was 

measured using a computer administered neurobehavioural performance task every hour. The 

results showed that younger people performed considerably better than older participants. 

Additionally, there was a significant change in performance across the shifts for the older 

participants such that performance increased during the day shifts and decreased across the 

night shift. In contrast, the younger participants were able to maintain performance across 

both day and night shifts (Reid & Dawson, 2001 ). These findings suggyst that younger people 

have a greater capacity to adapt to the demands of shift work rosters. However, further 

investigation would be useful in determining the effect of age in the performance and well 

being of shift workers. 

Summary 

The reviewed literature provided valuable insight into the impact ofFIFO work as 

well as assisting with understanding Gen Y. As indicated by the literature, FIFO employment 

creates a unique set of challenges for those involved with this lifestyle. It has the potential to 

affect not only the employee but also their families and other personal relationships. The 

research suggested that regardless 'of generation, FIFO employment offered both advantages 

and disadvantages to individuals. The current research on Gen Y indicated that this cohort 

exhibits unique characteristics, not seen in older generations. Additionally, the literature 

revealed that it is important to understand the beliefs and expectations Gen Y bring to the 

workplace so relevant strategies can be implemented to attract and retain this young group of 

employees. 
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Limitations of the literature 

The present literature focusing on offshore FIFO employment has some limitations. 

Most of the research conducted in this area has been related to the psychosocial effects and 

best practice responses to emerging issues. Some aspects of this employment which has 

generated investigation is how companies can create a safer work environment, prevention of 

stress in employees and finding optimal working schedules. However, the literature generally 

contains limited information about the success of such responses. Most of the studies 

conducted on offshore FIFO employment have typically focused on how this work impacts 

older male workers in the UK sector of the North Sea. This has implications for research as 

extrapolating the findings to Australian workers is problematic. Furthermore, there app.ears to 

be a large gap in the psychological literature focusing on Gen Y. The majority of research on 

this generation has emerged from human resources and marketing perspectives which fails to 

address the psychological development and functioning of this cohort. The reviewed 

literature indicated that although both offshore FIFO employment and Gen Y have generated 

research, the two areas have typically been studied separately. Hence, it appears to remain 

unknown how the younger generation employed offshore on a FIFO basis confront the 

challenges presented by this lifestyle. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this review aimed to highlight the general challenges experienced by 

the FIFO workforce and investigate the emerging issues surrounding Gen Y. It did this by 

exploring relevant work in the fields of organisational and psychosocial psychology focusing 

on a range of aspects related to workplace issues and individual well-being. Some of the 

aspects covered included job satisfaction, employee retention, work/life balance and personal 

relationships. From reviewing the present literature it is evident that further research is 
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required to explore how offshore FIFO employment impacts on Gen Y's overall 

psychological functioning and well-being. 
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An Exploration of Generation Y's Experiences of Offshore Fly-in/Fly-out Employment 

Abstract 

Offshore fly in/fly out (FIFO) employment creates unique challenges for personnel, such as 

restricted working conditions and recurring separations fi·om social support networks. 

Regardless of these challenges, this industry attracts a wide variety of individuals, including 

those navigating early adulthood and who belong to the generational cohort known as 

Generation Y (Gen Y). This qualitative study explored the experiences of Gen Y employed 

offshore in a FIFO capacity using a social constructionist framework. Ten male participants 

aged between 18 and 28 years old participated in this study. Thematic content analysis ofthe 

in-depth interviews revealed three broad themes; these included the FIFO lifestyle, Self­

identity and Relationships. It was concluded that in general, the men were satisfied with their 

employment and lifestyle, despite the many challenges they are confronted with. 
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An Exploration of Generation Y's Experiences of Offshore Fly-in/Fly-out Employment 

The demand for natural resources continues to expand,globally. In an attempt to meet 

this increasing demand, mining projects are being located in regions away fi·om established 

areas of population. Due to the remote locality of these resources, companies seeking to mine 

these sites introduced a long distance commuter, or Fly in Fly out (FIFO) option for their 

workforce (Houghton, 1993). The mining industry plays an important role in Australia's 

economy and available statistics reveal that in Western Australia alone, the resources sector is 

responsible for the direct employment of 52,000 individuals and the indirect employment of 

156,000 people. Overall this industry employs an estimated 21% of the WA workforce 

(CMEW A, 2006). The mining sector attracts a wide variety of individuals to the workforce 

some of whom are individuals in early adulthood. It has been estimated that within the 

mining sector 15,195 individuals are aged between 15 and 34 years of age (Australian Bureau 

of Statistics (ABS), 2006). 

The generation of individuals currently navigating the challenges of early adulthood 

are known as Generation Y (Gen Y). Gen Y can be classified as the people who were born 

between 1980 and 1994 (McCrindle, 2006). Gen Y is the most recent cohort to enter the 

workforce and is much larger than the generation that came before them (Eisner, 2005; 

McCrindle, 2006). At present, there appears to be a limited body of literature focusing on the 

psychological aspects of Gen Y and additionally, little is known about how Gen Y confront 

the challenges generated by FIFO employment. 

FIFO and Employment Practices 

FIFO operations have been used internationally by the offshore oil and gas industry 

since the late 1940's and was introduced to Australia in the 1960's by the oil and gas 

companies to service both onshore and offshore production (CMEW A, 2006; Houghton, 

1993). FIFO employment can be defined as "all employment in which the work is so isolated 
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from the workers' homes that food and accommodation are provided for them at the work 

site, and rosters are established whereby employees spend a fixed number of days at the site, 

followed by a fixed number of days at home" (Storey & Shriinpton, 1989, p.2). At present, 

such practices are used to service offshore oil and gas and also land based mining sites. 

Although FIFO arrangements are now utilised by both land based mining companies 

and offshore oil and gas companies the employment practices of offshore employees differ 

from those who work on land based mine sites (CMEWA, 2007; Parkes, 2007). A key 

variation between the two industries is the differing work patterns employees are required to 

work. Typically, offshore workers spend an equal amount of time at work and at home, for 

example, they may spend two weeks offshore followed by a period of two weeks on-shore 

leave (2weeks/2weeks). This differs from onshore personnel who can be employed on 

different types of rosters, these are typically characterised by the workers spending more time 

away than home. For instance, the most common work pattern for land based employees 

consists of9 days away and 5 days at home (9days/5days). Although these work patterns 

seem to be the most common it is evident that there is a wide array of variation in rosters 

(CMEWA, 2007; Parkes, 2007). Additionally, offshore employees are also exposed to 

different working environments compared to land-based employees. Offshore workers are 

exposed to constant noise and activity, live and work in restricted locations for a period of 

time without any breaks and also frequently share many facilities with other workers such as 

bedrooms and bathrooms (Ulleberg & Rundmo, 1997). This differs from land-based 

employees as typically, the worker is allocated a private room and can remove themselves 

from the work site on completion oftheir shift (Shrimpton & Storey, 2001). 

Offshore and Onshore FIFO Research 

Research into FIFO employment conducted by Houghton (1993) indicated that this 

lifestyle can impact both positively and negatively on the workers overall psychological 
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functioning. Houghton (1993) outlined some positive aspects associated with the FIFO 

lifestyle. These included firstly, high financial remuneration to attract workers to the industry. 

Secondly, FIFO work schedules are designed to allow for a period of time at home which 

enables workers to partake in extensive leisure activities and provides an opportunity to 
} 

spend a solid period of time with family. Recent research has tended to focus on the children 

of FIFO workers and has demonstrated that employment related absence does not impact on a 

child's depressive symptomatology, levels of anxiety or their perception of family 

functioning (Kaczmarek & Sibbel, 2008). Additionally, similar research found that having a 

parent employed in a FIFO capacity was not typically problematic for children and that 

parents can implement certain strategies to help children successfully adjust and manage the 

FIFO lifestyle (Gallegos, 2006). Furthermore, FIFO employment allows workers and their 

families to be based in metropolitan areas instead of relocating to remote mining towns thus 

providing access to a diverse range of government and community services (Houghton, 

1993). 

In contrast, a survey of land based mining employees conducted by Venables, Beach 

and Brereton (2002) revealed that a large number of respondents reported that the FIFO 

lifestyle put substantial pressure on forming and maintaining personal relationships and over 

half indicated that their life lacked balance between work, health and relaxation. This survey 

also illustrated that social isolation was a significant issue for many employed on a FIFO 

basis as they were unable to participate in social and community activities due to their work 

rosters. 

The Venables, Beach and Brereton (2002) study suppmied oil and gas industry based 

research conducted by Parkes' (1998). Parkes (1998) reported that compared to land based 

FIFO employees, offshore workers experienced increased levels of anxiety, more sleep 

problems and a higher workload. The offshore working environment is characterised by 
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several elements that can create stress for individuals (Parkes, 1998; Sutherland & Flin, 

1989). These elements include exposure to adverse physical conditions, the remoteness of 

installations, restricted working and living arrangements, lack of privacy, perceived dangers 
', 

of the offshore environment including the requirement of helicopter travel, demanding shift 

schedules and the separation from support networks (Cooper & Sutherland, 1987; Parkes, 

1998; Sutherland & Cooper, 1991). These negative factors have been~shown to adversely 

impact on the psychological health and well-being of personnel, with employees experiencing 

pervasive tension and apprehension, decreased job satisfaction and minor health problems 

such as sleeping difficulties and stomach complaints (Parkes, 1998; Ulleberg & Rundmo, 

1997). 

Early Adulthood and Gen Y Research 

As previously stated the mining industry employs a portion of individuals who are 

currently in early adulthood and belong to the generational cohort known as Gen Y. Early 

adulthood characterises an important developmental phase of the life span; it entails the 

developmental tasks of connecting to others, completing education or training, finding a job, 

establishing a home, potentially partnering and starting a family (Arnett, 2000). 

Chronologically this period is anywhere from 18 through to 30 years of age. According to 

Erikson (1963; as cited in Arnett, 2000) the bipolar outcomes of this stage are intimacy and 

isolation, it is posited that one must successfully navigate this identity crisis before being able 

to move into the next phase of adult development. 

Currently, Australia is experiencing an ageing of its population and due to this there 

has been an increasing interest in how companies can attract and retain Gen Y employees 

(McCrindle, 2006). The available research on Gen Y appears to be limited, however that 

which exists is primarily concerned with attracting and retaining this cohort, common 

characteristics exhibited by this group of young people, as well as their work perceptions 
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(Eisner, 2005; McCrindle, 2006; Sheahan, 2008). It is important to note that generalising the 

characteristics of an entire generation of individuals is problematic and the information that 

exists is predominately derived not fi·om psychological research but from other disciplines 

such as Human Resources. However, the existing generalisations and descriptions provide a 

good foundation for further psychological investigation. 

According to Eisner (2005) Gen Y has a strong sense of morality, are sociable, willing 

to fight for freedom and are arguably patriotic. They are the most technically literate, 

educated and ethnically diverse generation in history and tend to have more disposable 

income. Gen Y have a reputation for poor job commitment and little company loyalty, 

however, research by McCrindle (2006) suggested that although Gen Y are three times more 

likely to change jobs in a year compared to older generations this frequent movement was 

due to their desire for variety, challenge, success, change and seeking out people who will 

further their development. 

Experiences that occur during the formative childhood and teenage years create and 

define differences between generations (Eisner, 2006). Each generation possesses a unique 

set of experiences, attitudes, beliefs and expectations about a variety of situations, including 

personal relationships. Gen Y have observed their parents get the rewards of hard work such 

as houses, cars and material wealth and subsequently they have benefited from this as they 

are the most materially endowed, and entertained generation to date (Sheahan, 2008). 

However, they have also witnessed the cost of their parents' success in terms of absentee 

parenting and broken marriages (McCrindle, 2002; Sheahan, 2008). 

In a qualitative study focusing on the perceptions young people hold about 

relationships, it was found that although young people aspire to marry someone who will 

understand their intimate feelings, needs and desires, financial independence is a priority 

(Dafoe-Whithead & Popenoe, 2000). Cohabiting with a potential partner is also crucial for 
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Gen Y as they believe living together first is a way to avoid the risk of divorce or being in an 

unhappy marriage. It was suggested by Dafoe-Whithead & Popenoe (2000) that this 

cohabiting has been influenced by their parents' failed or unhappy marriages. Young people 

have witnessed the negative experiences of divorce from their parents and this has 

dramatically eroded their confidence in the permanence of marriage. Additionally, the 

negative advice received from parents and relatives regarding marriage have made them 

cautious of committing to another, subsequently they view marriage as exposing them to 

economic risk and possibly jeopardising their hard earned individual independence (Dafoe­

Whithead & Popenoe, 2000). 

Gen Y and FIFO 

At present, literature focusing on generational issues within the FIFO industry appears 

to be scarce. Research in this area has characteristically focused on the effects of FIFO and 

families, as well as accident rates among workers, attrition, absenteeism and the effect of 

roster schedules on stress and physical health (Chen, Wong, Yu, Lin & Cooper, 2003; 

Gallegos, 2006; Kaczmarek & Sibbel, 2008; Parkes, 1998; Shrimpton & Storey, 2001; 

Ulleberg & Rundmo, 1997). This research has commonly been directed towards males who 

are in established relationships or marriages and those employees who have children. 

However, little research has been done on the new generation of employees entering the 

FIFO work force and the impact this lifestyle has on their developmental progress and overall 

psychosocial functioning. 

Research Aims 

In order to determine the overall psychological impact offshore FIFO employment has 

on Gen Y, their individual perceptions of this lifestyle need to be explored. Thus, gaining 

insight into how Gen Y involved in oil and gas based FIFO employment can successfully 

navigate developmental and psychosocial challenges while dealing with extended absences 
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from community and support networks. This research will build on the current body of 

psychological knowledge that surrounds this area (Chen, Wong, Yu, Lin & Cooper, 2003; 

Gallegos, 2006; Kaczmarek & Sibbel, 2008; Parkes, 1992, 1997, 1998; Parkes & Clarke, 

1997; Shrimpton & Storey, 2001; Ulleberg & Rundmo, 1997) and act as a foundation to 

further research focusing on generational issues for people working in a FIFO capacity. 

Additionally, this study could also provide valuable information to oil and gas companies on 

how to assist and support Gen Y workers facing these challenges, with the aim of creating a 

more productive young workforce. The question this study aims to address is what are the 

psychosocial challenges experienced by Gen Y when employed offshore in a FIFO capacity? 

Method 

Research Design 

Due to the exploratory nature of this study an in-depth qualitative research design was 

utilised to gain insight into the experiences of Gen Y workers employed on a FIFO basis. 

Qualitative research designs are advantageous in that they firstly enable the unearthing of 

subjective meanings and interpretations people give to their experiences and secondly, they 

allow aspects of social processes to be studied that cannot be examined using other 

methodologies (Daly & McDonald, 1992). 

This study adopted a social constructionist framework as this perspective is based on 

the assumption that people construct their own social world and focuses on the meaning and 

motives individuals attach to their experiences (Burr, 2003). This fi·amework views 

individuals as active agents who construct their knowledge and common ways of 

understanding the world through social processes and interactions with others in the course of 

social life (Burr, 2003). By using a social constructionist approach in the current study it 

enables a greater understanding of how Gen Y involved in FIFO construct and give meaning 
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to their experiences as well as how they view their self-identity while working offshore in a 

FIFO capacity. 

Participants 

Ten adult male participants aged between 18 - 28 years of age who were currently 

employed offshore on a FIFO basis were recruited to participate in this study. Although 

women are involved in FIFO employment males were selected as they represent a larger 

proportion of the offshore FIFO industry (ABS, 2006). This study focused solely on oil and 

gas industry employees as research suggests that they experience different issues compared to 

land based FIFO personnel. The number of participants was sufficient to achieve saturation of 

content (Beanland, Schneider, LoBiondo-Wood, Harber, 1999). The type ofwork engaged in 

by each participant varied, the majority worked on an oil rig in differing capacities however 

two were involved in supporting the rigs from offshore marine vessels. As shown in Table 1, 

roster patterns also varied across participants, ranging from 2 weeks on/2 weeks off to 5 

weeks on/5 weeks off. Additionally, the amount of time each participant had been involved in 

FIFO employment ranged from seven months to eight years. 

Table 1 

Participant Details 

Pseudonym Amount of time employed FIFO Roster cycle 

Alex 7 months 2weeks/2weeks 

Anthony 18 months 5weeks/5weeks 

Brett 3 years 2weeks/2weeks 

Nick 8 years 2weeks/2weeks 

Matthew 8 years 2weeks/2weeks 

Peter 2.5 years 2weeks/2weeks 

Robert 4 years 2weeks/2weeks 



Christian 

Chris 

John 

Materials 

2 years 

6 years 

3 years 
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2weeks/2weeks 

2weeks/2weeks 

4weeks/4weeks 

A semi- structured interview schedule with open ended questions was used to identifY 

the patiicipants' experiences of offshore FIFO employment. The interview protocol consisted 

of four to five general questions as well as two or three probes for each question to encourage 

participants to elaborate on their thoughts and feelings regarding a particular issue (see 

Appendix A). Questions were related to participants overall experience with the lifestyle 

generated by FIFO employment and how they felt this impacted on different aspects of lives. 

A tape recorder was utilised to obtain a complete record of the verbal interaction for 

each participant. An advantage of tape recorded interviews is they provide a level of detail 

and accuracy that cannot be obtained by memory or note taking alone (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 

2005). 

Procedure 

Following approval from the Human Ethics Subcomp1ittee at Edith Cowan University 

participants were recruited through an advertisement placed in the local newspaper (see 

Appendix B). Once a participant had become involved in the study the researcher asked if 

they knew of others who would be willing to participate, thus, utilisinp a snowballing 

technique. 

Data was collected through a series of semi-structured, face to face interviews which 

varied in length fi·om 32 minutes to 62 minutes. Semi-structured interviews are valuable in 

gaining additional information and for developing rapport (Berg, 2001). 
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Prior to the commencement of the interview the researcher introduced herself and 

explained the purpose of the study being conducted. Participants were then provided with an 

information letter which detailed the study (See Appendix C). The researcher informed the 

participant of the voluntary nature of this study and that they were free to withdraw at any 

time. Written consent was obtained from the participant before the interview began, this 

consent covered their involvement and the approval of the audio being recorded from the 

interview (Appendix D). 

Interviews were arranged at a mutually agreed time and place and were conducted in a 

conversational format. Conversational interviews were conducted as a way of gaining insight 

into individual interpretations of personal experience (Berg, 2001). Once the interviews were 

completed the participants were provided with a list of contact numbers for a variety of 

support services. This was done to ensure the participants had an outlet to discuss any issues 

that may have arisen for them from the interviewing process. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical issues such as confidentiality, anonymity and informed consent were 

addressed before each interview and were reiterated as necessary during and on completion 

of the interview. To ensure confidentiality of participant information, all data records were 

stored in a locked cabinet at Edith Cowan University. Furthermore, throughout the research 

paper all participants' names and those mentioned in the interview were allocated 

pseudonyms so that only the researcher was aware of identifYing information. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative analysis facilitates the reduction of large amounts of data into to smaller 

themes (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Each interview was transcribed verbatim from the 

recordings to ensure authentic records for analysis. Thematic content analysis was used to 

analyse the data in order to identify central patterns and themes (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). All 
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transcripts were read a number of times to ensure the identification of important information. 

Whilst reading and re-reading the transcripts, reflections were noted by the researcher and 

salient words, phrases and passages were highlighted in each transcript. Highlighted words 

were then translated into codes in order to give meaning to the descriptive information and 

facilitate the grouping together of themes. Themes representing the meaning underlying a 

group of codes were identified. 

To ensure rigour was maintained while conducting this research several methods were 

employed; interpretive rigour, methodological rigour, triangulation and saturation. 

Interpretive rigour was ensured through providing extensive segments or complete primary 

texts in the final report, and also by allowing another researcher to verify the conclusions 

drawn from the coding process (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). Methodological rigour was 

achieved in the current study by outlining how access was obtained to participants, how the 

researcher presented herself to the participants, how data was co'llected and how the data was 

coded and analysed (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005). Furthermore, triangulation was utilised to 

ensure the accuracy of conclusions. This was achieved by emailing four participants an 

interim results sheet and asking them to provide feedback via email. The feedback that was 

obtained from the participants endorsed the interpretations of the study. Finally, interviews 

were conducted until saturation was reached; meaning that no new data was emerging, this 

ensured that all the information was captured. 

Findings and Interpretations 

During the analysis ofthe experiences ofthis small sample ofGen Yemployees 

working offshore in a FIFO capacity three dominant themes emerged from the data. As 

shown in Table 2 these themes included: FIFO lifestyle, Self.:-identity and Relationships. 



Table 2 

Themes and Sub-themes 

Themes 

FIFO lifestyle 

Self-identity 

Relationships 

FIFO Lifestyle 

Sub-themes 

Financial rewards 

Workplace culture 

Adjustment 

Time off 

Aspirations 

FIFO and Gen Y 51 

Others perception of self and work 

Beliefs and attitudes about self 

Trust and importance of regular contact 

within relationships 

Difficulty forming and maintaining 

relationships 

Influence of others experiences about 

relationships 

Issues related to aspects of the FIFO lifestyle emerged as a dominant theme across the 

data. The majority of participants interviewed were unified in their identification of the issues 

that arise for them as a result of their FIFO employment. Four main issues associated with the 

FIFO lifestyle included: finanCial rewards, workplace culture, adjustment and time off. 
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Financial re·wards 

. The men in this study reported that financial remuneration was an important factor in 

both attracting and retaining them in the industry and that their wages enabled them to have a 

degree of financial freedom. This is similar to previous research which suggests that the 

financial gains generated by FIFO employment are considered one of the positive aspects of 

this lifestyle (Collinson, 1998; Houghton, 1993). For example, Christian commented: 

"The money is good ... obviously the money is what takes me that way." 

Matthew also stated: 

"It's the main reason you do it really; I would say would be for the money. " 

Additionally, this study supports previous research that notes offshore FIFO workers 

generally have relatively high disposable incomes as they typically have few expenses or 

opportunities to spend money during their time at work (Shrimpton & Storey, 2001 ). As Alex 

said: 

"I spend a fair bit of money on just getting stuff I have ·wanted to get. If I have seen 

something I would always be like 'oh bugger it, get it' sort of thing, and you have still 

got enough, you can put money away as well so a bit of both sort of thing, it's good. " 

When discussing spending habits Matthew reported things that his income was spent on: 

"Toys, motorbikes and things ... Holidays, drinking, things you don't really need. Just 

waste of money, clothes. It's not really a ·waste of money but it could have been used a 

lot more wisely. Casino's ... " 

This pattern of spending was common across participants with many buying things 

that bought them pleasure without much hesitation for how it would impact on their current 

financial situation. Although participants spent their money on items that enhanced their 

sense of well being, many of them also valued their income as a means for providing a stable 
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future and used their money to invest in assets such as property and stock market shares. As 

Peter stated "I've got the houses as investments and some shares. " 

Workplace culture 

The workplace culture described by the participants indicated that while there was a 

sense of camaraderie and mateship among employees there was also an element of trying to 

establish a social hierarchy within the workplace. Similarly, Ulleberg and Rundmo (1997) 

suggested that individuals seek support from colleagues while and work and found that social 

support from a supervisor or co-worker appeared to reduce employees' level of job strain. For 

example Brett commented: 

"When I am out at work there are people there to support me because sometimes it 

can get lonely and I mean us guys we speak about everything out there ... it's not 

unusual to feel counted out there when you are a couple of days into a trip you know, 

you're just getting used to being out there and a couple Of guys come up and they will 

slap you on the back, just the contact you know, it helps. " 

Matthew also stated: 

"It's just like being with your mates a lot of the time, just take the piss and having a 

joke and a laugh and talking about drinking and -women and whatever" 

Chris pointed out the importance of being able to get along with everyone while at work: 

"Yeah, everyone gets along really well ... if you don't get along with anyone out there 

you sort of get weeded out. It's a pretty close knit sort of thing. " 

This finding is consistent with Gen Y research which suggests employees highly 

regard a workplace environment where they can interact socially and work collaboratively 

with others (McCrindle, 2006). Thus, it can be assumed that the unique nature of FIFO 

employment satisfies both ofthese aspects as employees often work in teams while on shift 
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and socialise with others during meal times, in accommodation facilities and when engaging 

in recreational activities on the rig. 

In contrast to the positive aspects of working in such a close environment the men 

indicated that it can become difficult when others attempt to establish a sense of dominance 

among the work group. For instance, Nick highlighted the negative aspect of the workplace 

culture: 

"You know what guys are like ... if they find a chink in someone 's armour they will just 

keep chipping away at it until they break you, and especially in that environment, it's 

just guys trying to stamp their authority on things and be the dominant male. 11 

Additionally, Robert said: 

"Guys get out there, they see what you are doing and then they ask you what money 

you are on. It all becomes a competition ... they wm be on the computer saying these 

are my toys and this and that. 11 

At present, little research seems to exist exploring the social dynamics of the offshore 

workplace. This finding is important as they way workers interact with each other has the 

potential to significantly impact on their feelings of satisfaction and well being whilst at 

work. 

Adjuslment 

It was evident from the interviews that a significant challenge raised by FIFO 

employment was the periods of adjustment individuals are faced with both prior to departure 

and on arrival at work. This finding supports research conducted by Gallegos (2006) who 

identified that FIFO employees experience an emotional cycle that occurs when the worker 

arrives home and departs for work. Consistent with the findings reported by Gallegos (2006) 

pmiicipants in this study reported depressive feelings in the time leading up to their return to 

work and during the first few days of their trip, establishing a routine early was also 
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identified as important for them. Additionally, previous research exploring the impact of shift 

systems on domestic life noted that workers often take approximately four days to adjust to 

life onshore (Collinson, 1998). The current study provides some support for this however 

adjustment periods were not isolated tothose involved in relationships. 

When discussing his feelings about returning to work Peter remarked: "It's kind of 

depressing sometimes, like when there is a lot going on or if you are missing out on 

things like parties or whatever. " 

Additionally Robert commented that he experienced a sense of institutionalisation: 

"Returning to work and living on the platform pretty much feels like you're going 

back to prison ... You don't have any windows in your room. Just wall to wall, that's 

it. And you wake up a certain time, you have got to do things at a certain time, lunch 

certain time. " 

On arrival at work participants reported that establishing a routine was an important 

factor in assisting them to cope with their time at work. For instance Anthony reported: "The 

first few days are hard to adjust but once you get into the swing of it it's alright. " 

Many men in this sample also acknowledged feelings of disappointment during their 

last few days prior to returning to work which were exacerbated if they believed they were 

going to miss out on social events they perceived to be important. Although this was viewed 

as an inevitable aspect of the job, it still generated unfavourable feelings for the workers. 

Furthermore, the participants tried to avoid thinking about what was going at home as a way 

to cope with this challenge, for example Nick commented "if you don't thinlvabout it,-it---- - -

doesn't bother you. " This is comparable to the finding by Gallegos (2006) who reported that 

with the exception of Christmas, workers did not find missing family occasions such as 

birthdays to be problematic~ However, for the participants in this study important social 

events included weddings, concetis and other social gatherings. This apparent fear of missing 
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out on social occasions can be compared to the research which suggests that a predominant 

characteristic of Gen Y is that they are highly sociable (Eisner, 2005). 

Time off 

The amount of time off generated by FIFO employment emerged as a significant 

positive aspect of this lifestyle. This finding supports that of Gallegos (2006) who found that 

second to financial gains, time away from work was the most frequently reported reason for 

continuing with FIFO employment. The men in this study reported that this time off enabled 

them to engage in activities which increased their sense ofwell-being. These included 

opportunities to travel and partake in social activities without being concerned about work 

commitments. 

In contrast to engaging in positive activities to increase well-being many participants 

reported having experience with illicit drugs. Although they did not identifY as drug users 

many commented that they consumed illicit drugs recreationally while they were at home, 

this drug use has the potential to negatively impact on varying facets of their lives such as 

emotional states and future employment prospects should they return a positive urinalysis 

test. 

When discussing what he enjoyed about the FIFO lifestyle Brett stated: 

"Theetime off and the time I get to spend with my friends is a big one for me ... it's 

given me the opportunity to travel and do things you don't normally get to do ... the 

freedom to move and do what I like when I like rvhen I'm not at work is the biggest 

draw card for me. " 

Additionally, Anthony said: 

"Five weeks off paid for and yeah, living on your own watch, doing whatever you 

want ... With five weeks I can travel ... I can do a lot of things. " 
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Travel was frequently mentioned as an activity that was undertaken by the individuals 

in this study, it was also suggested that the money generated by this work provided them with 

the means to do this. The social activities reported often revolved around the consumption of 

alcohol and the occasional use of illicit drugs. However, these factors were not viewed as 

problematic and were generally considered normative behaviour. When describing what he 

had being doing with his time off Christian stated: 

"I think I have been drunk just about eve1y day." 

When referring to his alcohol consumption while he is at home Matthew noted: 

"I would come back and go out on a Friday and maybe come home on the Sunday or 

something like that ... maybe drink for seven days straight ... definitely way too much. .. 

But it's good fun. I mean at the same time when you are away for three or four weeks 

you won't have any so I suppose you kind of clear yourself up to do some damage 

again. It's just the 1vay it is. " 

Illicit drug use also surfaced as an activity participants engaged in during their time away 

from work. Peter explained: 

"I like to take drugs and stuff .. [I use] pretty much anything I can get my hands on .. . 

because you are sort of doing nothing at home so yeah you just smoke pot all day ... it 

ends up being every day and before you know it every trip ... I would probably have 

pills on the weekend, probably every weekend .. and ice if that's going around" 

Many ofthe participants also reported having experience with a variety of illicit drugs, for 

example Matthew said: 

"I've took drugs before. I mean I was never a drug addict or anything ... as long as it 

was for jim and recreational ... [I've taken] ecstasy, cocaine, hash, speed, acid .. a few 

different things but never been a heavy user. " 
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While Collinson (1998) suggested that FIFO employees typically consume higher 

levels of alcohol during their time off compared to the general population, the available 

research that explores illicit drug use among offshore personnel appears limited. 

Additionally, due to the exploratory nature of the present study it is difficult to distinguish 

between whether the participants' drug use is a result of their work practices or a generational · 

effect that can be witnessed across all industries., However, in general research focusing on 

work stressors and substance use Prone (2008) found that illicit drugs are more likely to be 

used in response to work stressors rather than induced by them. This is relevant for FIFO 

employees as they are frequently exposed to workplace stressors and thus, it can be assumed 

that their illicit drug use reduces the tension associated with these. In addition, boredom could 

be a contributing factor for the men's alcohol consumption and illicit drug use for example 

Brett commented " ... come 1 o'clock you kno-w you haven't really done much so I will crack a 

beer or something. " 

Most men in the study also commented that they enjoyed using their time off 

productively, for example many did maintenance on their homes. Additionally, most enjoyed 

partaking in fairly active recreational activities, some of the commonly cited pastimes 

included motorbike riding, diving and four wheel driving. 

Self-identity 

An individual develops a sense of identity through various ways. Firstly, through 

personal identity, this is based on the individual's representation of themself and includes 

personality traits and individual attitudes such as values, beliefs and goals (Stets & Burke, 

2003). Secondly, through the social self, this is a reflection and internalisation of others 

reactions to the public self as presented in social interaction (Stets & Burke, 2003). Self­

identity was a significant factor that emerged from the data. Some common issues to arise 
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under this theme included: aspirations, others perceptions of self and work and beliefs and 

attitudes about self. 

Aspirations 

The majority of the individuals in this study commented that they did not want to 

continue working offshore for a long period of time. This finding is consistent with the 

current Geri Y research that suggests members of this generation have shorter tenure in jobs 

than the generations that came before them (McCrindle, 2006). Some noted that they were 

unsure what the future held for their careers but many suggested that they did not envisage 

themselves being employed in a job that required them to work 9am to 5pm. Many of the 

participants also aspired to retire at an early age. Brett was one individual who did not see 

himself working from 9am to 5pm: 

" .. .It's not forever for me either ... but it's providing a means to an end at the moment 

to help me get where I would like to be later ... I still would never envisage working 

full time 9 to 5 ever. !just can't see myself getting injected into that sort of life." 

Matthew articulated another advantage of FIFO work for him: 

" ... !'!!maybe retire when I'm 50 or something like that ... I've got the option of doing 

that if I want to, rather than 9- 5 ... Something I always said I wouldn't do is work 9 -

5. " 

From the comments provided it was evident that the men believed the FIFO lifestyle 

facilitated their current goals and aspirations thus, influencing their construction of personal 

self-identity. 

Others perceptions of self and -work 

The perceptions other people form and express about individuals influence the 

formation of the social self (Stets & Burke, 2003). Participants in this study felt other people 

not involved in FIFO employment viewed their work and lifestyle negatively, with many 
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choosing not to disclose their occupation to others in an attempt to avoid being judged 

unfavourably. When discussing how he felt others viewed his occupation Nick reported: 

"I think some people are actually quite jealous of it, the fact that you knorF, you don't 

really go without anything" 

Additionally, Alex commented: 

"Ijustfeellike sometimes people are like oh yeah ... you just go up there and are on 

holidays for two weeks. " 

Some participants did not discuss their occupation with others for fear of others forming 

negative opinions about them. For example Brett stated: 

"I don't like speaking about it because sometimes you get people thinking you are 

talking it up ... so I just tell people I fix light bulbs or something like that ... [others 

think] that you have got no responsibilities, you just don't give a shit, you have got all 

this money, you are causing problems with all you guys spending hard and large and 

big and that's causing problems down here for everybody else. " 

Furthermore Robert said: 

"When people ask me what 1 do !just say "oh I deliver milk, that's all I do" ... I don't 

like to tell them. " 

' 
Thes@ negative perceptions of the FIFO lifestyle by others can have implications for 

the formation of identity for these individuals. Many of the men in this study indicated that 

people not involved in the industry, viewed the work as overly simplistic and often expressed 

feelings of jealousy and resentment towards them because of the work they do. This appeared 

impact the participants as there is a discrepancy between how the workers view the lifestyle 

and how they feel others perceive it "People think we are slack, we are just watching movies 

all the time ... I have done a 16 hour shift on a drill before. It isn't an easy job" (Christian). 
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They acknowledged that the FIFO lifestyle has its benefits but consider the work to be 

relatively demanding and a lifestyle that requires fairly substantial sacrifices. 

BeliefS and attitudes about self 

The beliefs an individual holds about them self is an integral component of self­

identity (Tyler, Kramer & John, 1999). Typically, the men in this study shared similar beliefs 

about themselves. They viewed themselves as relatively hard working, easy going and 

resilient and felt that it was these characteristics that enabled them to effectively cope with 

offshore FIFO employment. When discussing the qualities that are required to manage the 

FIFO lifestyle Matthew said: 

"I wouldn't say everyone could work offshore ... I would say it takes a certain type of 

person ... I mean you've got to be an easy going and pretty open and not offended too 

easily." 

Additionally, Robert commented: 

"Well I'm just a pretty laid back person. !just get on with anybody because you have 

to." 

When discussing his attitude toward dealing with work related pressures Anthony stated: 

"Youjust take it on the chin.Jfyou don't let stuff like that worry you, you will be 

alright. " 

Many of the men also reported witnessing other people fail to effectively manage the 

pressures of the FIFO lifestyle. They contributed this to several reasons, some ofwhich 

included, lack of knowledge around what to expect prior to arrival at the workplace, failure to 

get along with others at work and an inabilityto be resilient when confronted with obstacles. 

Thus, it can be suggested that the beliefs and attitudes these individuals hold about 

themselves have enabled them to successfully overcome challenges that have arisen for them 

whilst working offshore. 
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Relationships 

The impact FIFO employment has on personal relationships has frequently been 

identified in the literature as a source of stress for personnel (Clarke, McCann, Morrice & 

Taylor, 1985; Collinson, 1998; Parkes, 1997; Shrimpton & Storey, 2001). Consistent with · 

this, relationship issues emerged as a dominant theme amongst the men in this study. Less 

than half of the men in the study were currently in a relationship at the time of the interview, 

however were willing to recall their experience. Some viewed the lifestyle as a positive for 

relationships such that, the separations generated feelings of appreciation for each other. 

However, the majority of men indicated that the FIFO lifestyle places considerable pressure 

on personal relationships. The main issues to emerge under this theme included: trust and 

importance of regular contact within relationships, difficulty forming and maintaining 

relationships and the influence of others experiences about relationships. 

Trust and importance of regular contact within relationships 

Trust in close personal relationships refers to the confidence an individual has in a 

partner's willingness to be responsive to the person's needs, even when they conflict with the 

partner's own preference (Remple, Holmes, & Zanna, 1985). In this study, trust and regular 

contact emerged as a significant factor for the men. If trust was not apparent within 

relationships they felt that the relationship was unable to be maintained. Additionally, the 

contact between partners enabled the worker to cope with the periods of separation. When 

disclosing a time his girlfriend broke his trust Peter commented: 

"She cheated on me once ... the big thing was trust and especially while I am away it 

was really hard and I suppose that is one of the reasons why I ring her every day. Just 

to know where she is ... If your relationship is going to work you have got to trust each 

other." 
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The regularity of contact was also important for those in a relationship. When discussing the 

issue of contact between him and his partner Anthony said: 

"I am big on it, even if it is just talking about nothing ... and it helps during the day as 

well to knmv that you have got like an email to read and reply to or a phone call or 

something like that" 

Alternatively, Chris felt that he had little to contribute when he spoke to his partner as his 

daily activities did not vary greatly, he stated: 

"I don't like talking to her on the phone out there, not much happens during the day 

so it makes it hard ... it's just another day. Woke up ·went to work. You only ring up 

because you want to hear them talk. .. so it gets frustrating for her when you are out 

there and you just get in the zone and you are eating, working, sleeping and that's it. " 

Remple, Ross and Holmes (2001) suggested that people who have a high level of trust 

within relationships feel secure and confident that their partner can be counted on to care for 

them and be responsive to their needs. Accordingly, they are willing to interpret relationship 

events in ways that are consistent with their positive expectation, Thus, couples who have 

high levels of trust in their relationships diminish the significance of negative events by 

viewing them in the broader context of more positive experiences and expectations (Remple 

et al., 2001). This has implications for FIFO workers as couples who have high trust can 

justify fhe periods of separation in the context of the positive experience of being able to 

spend extended periods of quality time with their partners when they are not at work. 

Alternatively, people who have low trust within relationships experience feelings of 

insecurity and tend to amplifY their partner's negative behaviour and minimise the effects of 

any positive actions (Remple et al., 2001). This is important for FIFO employees as if they 

are in a relationship characterised by little trust they can often find themselves ruminating 

about what their partner is doing at home, thus impacting on their overall feeling of well-
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being. From the responses provided in this study it can be assumed that regular contact with 

the partner at home facilitated feelings of trust for the employee. 

Difficulty forming and maintaining relationships 

The ability to form and maintain close personal relationships is a challenge that must 

be confronted in order for the young adult to successfully navigate the developmental stage of 

early adulthood (Arnett, 2000). The men in this study highlighted that the FIFO lifestyle 

places pressure on forming and maintaining relationships. It was frequently cited that this 

difficulty was a result of the recurring absences required by FIFO employment. Brett 

commented: 

"Throughout the majority of my offihore lifestyle I haven't been in a relationship ... 

the worst part is the um, going away ... especially at the start of the relationship 

because you didn't know how things were going to turn out and you have got to be 

there to inject yourself into a relationship and people are very fast and frequent 

nowadays." 

Furthermore, when discussing his experience with relationships Chris stated: 

"It's hard to be single out there because you come home and especially try and 

establish a relationship and two weeks off goes so quick and then you are back at 

work and then you see them going 'oh, 'you know, just freaking out. " 

Some men thought that the FIFO lifestyle gave them a lot of time to reflect on their 

relationships and what their partners were doing at home and thus, chose to avoid them. 

When discussing his relationship experience Alex reported: 

"I sort of tended to avoid them ... I didn't want to have to think about what was going 

on down here and I didn't want to have my mind occupied even though it sort of ·was 

anyway but I did try to keep a distance in the relationship ... it's just so easy for your 

mind to wander up there. " 
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As inferred fi·om developmental research, an inability to establish close relationships 

in early adulthood can lead to feelings of isolation (Erikson, 1963; as cited in Arnett, 2000). 

This has implications for FIFO employees as the difficulty experienced in forming 

relationships can potentially impact on the successful navigation of this developmental stage 

thus, impacting on their transition to the next stage of development. 

Influence of others stories/experiences about relationships 

The men in this study reported that the close nature of the working environment 

facilitated the sharing of others personal stories and experiences of relationships. These 

stories predominately revolved around negative experiences thus, influencing the 

participants' attitudes towards relationships. Chris commented: 

"You don't get a good view of marriage because they [the other men] are going 'oh 

we are paying this much for to about three kids' and your sitting there thinking oh 

fuck is this what I have to look forward to?" 

Anthony also said: 

"A lot of the guys out there are all split up and they have got stories and sttiff like 

that ... they love ripping into you about it as well, they tell you when you get home, 

knock on the front door and run around the back. " 

This finding is similar to Wallerstein and Lewis (2004) who found that young adults 

who had witnessed their parents' divorce were openly pessimistic about marriage and divorce 

and sought to avoid both. The men in their study had a desire for love but a wariness of being 

hurt, consequently they were more likely to withdraw from involvement in current 

relationships and a significant number of young men avoided relationships altogether 

(Wallerstein & Lewis, 2004). Additionally, as Dafoe-Whitehead and Popenoe (2000) have 

suggested, young people are receiving negative advice about marriage from parents and 

relatives and as a result they are becoming cautious about forming intimate relationships with 
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another. However, for the men in this study these negative stories and experiences were not 

coming from their parents or relatives but instead the older men at work. This sharing of 

stories among colleagues could be indicative of a generational effect across industries and not 

one specific to FIFO employment. Although, the influence these stories have on the young 

men could be exacerbated by the close nature of the working environment and the extended 

periods of time workers spend with each other. This finding suggests that the older generation 

of males are passing down negative stories and experiences which, in turn, influence the 

young men's behaviour and attitude toward relationships. 

Conclusion 

The purpose ofthis study was to explore the experiences ofGen Y employed offshore 

in a FIFO capacity to determine the psychosocial impact of this lifestyle. Utilising a social 

constructionist approach provided valuable insight into how these individuals constructed 

their self-identity and gave meaning to their experiences. A series of semi-structured 

interviews facilitated open and honest discussion about personal experiences and the men 

seemed enthusiastic and willing to convey their thoughts and opinions. As a result of this 

several themes were identified. These themes included the FIFO lifestyle, self-identity and 

relationships. The key finding of this study was that generally, the men were satisfied with 

their employment and lifestyle, despite the many challenges they are confronted by as a 

result. Overall, the men seemed to have adjusted well to the stressors associated with offshore 

FIFO employment and had positive attitudes and beliefs about themselves as individuals. 

The main limitation of this study was the relatively small number of participants. 

Although saturation of content was established, generalising these findings to the oil and gas 

industry as a whole requires caution. Additionally, all the participants in this study were men 

which could have created a gender biased view of FIFO employment. However, even though 
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women are employed within the industry the male sample can be considered representative of 

the offshore workforce as males comprise the majority of offshore FIFO personnel. 

This study has implications for the current body of knowledge around how FIFO 

employment impacts on the psychosocial development of Gen Y employees and also offshore 

FIFO policy. Firstly, it provides evidence to suggest that the men are successfully navigating 

most developmental milestones while being employed in a FIFO capacity. Secondly, it 

contributes to current research that identifies FIFO employment requires individuals to 

confront a unique set of challenges. Some of these include the confined work and living 

conditions, demanding shift patterns and isolation from community and social supports 

(Cooper & Sutherland, 1987; Parkes, 1992; Ulleberg & Rundmo, 1997). Previous studies 

(Chen et al., 2003; Cooper & Sutherland, 1987; Parkes, 1992, 1998; Ulleberg & Rundmo, 

1997) identified that the negative factors associated with offshore FIFO employment 

adversely affects workers psychological well-being. The current study did not entirely 

support this conclusion; instead it was found that although these elements can be viewed as 

unfavourable, they are also considered an inevitable characteristic of the job. An individual 

must be willing to effectively confront these challenges in order to benefit from the positive 

aspects FIFO employment offers. 

From this study it is evident that having the right attitude toward offshore FIFO 

employment is an imperative coping strategy utilised by this group of young people. If 

younger employees do not have the right attitude and effective coping styles they are unlikely 

to remain in the industry due to the impact this can have on their psychological functioning. 

This has implications for the offshore oil and gas industry, as companies seeking to employ 

and retain Gen Y employees should attempt to ensure younger personnel are well informed 

about what to expect prior to going offshore. Younger workers should be educated in the 
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areas of how to integrate into close work groups, effective communication in relation to 

conflict management, effective coping strategies as well as financial management. 

As this was an exploratory study, it was difficult to differentiate what was a result of 

FIFO employment and what was a result of generational effects that may be present across all 

industries. Consequently, further investigation into generational effects and FIFO 

employment is warranted. It is recommended that future research in this area utilise both 

qualitative and quantitative methodologies to gain a greater understanding of the issues 

confronted by this cohort. Finally, the findings from this study have highlighted the benefit of 

conducting qualitative research to provide a greater understanding of how offshore FIFO 

employment impacts on Gen Y employees. From this perspective, developing a questionnaire 

for Gen Y FIFO personnel in which a larger population can be reached may be considered 

both feasible and important in furthering the understanding of the psychosocial impact this 

employment has on the emerging generation of workers. 
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Appendix A 

Interview schedule 

1. Can you tell me about your experience of being employed on a FIFO basis? 

Prompts-

• What are some of the positive aspects? 

• What are some of the negative aspects? 

• How has this lifestyle impacted your social relationships? 

• What is your experience of adjusting to the lifestyle? 

2. What was it that attracted you to work in this industry? 

• Are those things still relevant for you now? 

• What do you do with your time away from work? 

3. How do you imagine your future to look like? 

Prompts-

• Does this future involve continuing in the mining. industry? 

• If so, why or why not? 

4. Do you feel there is a difference between younger and older of FIFO workers? 

Prompts-

• If so, in what way? 
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AppendixB 

Advertisement for local paper 

Are you male aged between 18 and 28 working FIFO in the oil and gas industry? Then I am 

keen to talk to you about the impact this work has on your life as part of a research project. If 
this is you and you want to share your experiences please contact me, Talya on 0403-472-980 

or talyac@student.ecu.edu.au 
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Appendix C 

Information Sheet 

Dear Participant, 

Thank you for your interest in this study. My name is Talya Carter and I am currently 
undertaking my Psychology (Honours) degree at Edith Cowan University, Western Australia. 
As part of my course requirement I must complete a research project in an area of interest 
that would add to the current body of knowledge in that field. The present study has been 
approved by the Ethics Committee of the faculty of Computing Health and Science. 

The aim of this proposed study is to explore the experiences of Generation Y workers aged 
between 18 and 28 employed on a FIFO basis within the offshore oil and gas industry. It is 
hoped that this study will highlight the issues that face younger workers who choose to work 
in this industry and provide a foundation for continued research that specifically focuses on 
the needs of younger people. 

Your involvement in this research will be to participate in one face-to-face interview, which 
will be tape recorded and will take approximately 1 hour. During the interview I will ask you 
questions regarding your experiences of FIFO employment. I am interested in everything you 
have to say about your experiences in relation to working FIFO. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at anytime and remove 
any data that you may have contributed. Any information provided during the interview will 
be treated as strictly confidential and the final report will not disclose your identity and at no 
time will your name be reported. If you are interested in the outcome of this research project, 
I would be pleased to share it with you upon its completion which is scheduled for December 
2008. My contact details are listed below. 

If you have any questions about the project or require more information please do not hesitate 
to contact me on the details provided below, or my supervisor Dr. Elizabeth Kaczmarek on 
6304-5193. If you would prefer to speak to a third party not involved in the study please 
contact Kim Gifkins, Research Ethics Officer on 6304-2170. 

Thank you for your interest in this study; if you would like to participate I can be contacted 
on the following: 

 

 

talyac@student.ecu.edu.au 

Yours Sincerely, 

Talya Carter 
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AppendixD 

Participant consent form 

I have read the ------------------------------------------------
information sheet provided and agree to participate in the research conducted by Talya Carter 
of Edith Cowan University. I understand the purpose and nature of the study and I am 
participating voluntarily with the knowledge I can refuse to answer questions and withdraw 
without penalty at any time. Any questions I have asked regarding this research has been 

answered to my approval. 

I grant the permission of the information I provide to be used in the process of completing a 

Psychology (Honours) degree and acknowledge that this research may be published at some 
stage. I understand that identifiable information about me will not be included. 

I agree to have the interview tape recorded and understand that once the information has been 
transcribed, the recording will be destroyed. 

Participant's signature: _______________________ ~Date: ____________________ _ 

Contact Number: ------------------------

Researcher's signature _________________________ Date: __________________ _ 
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