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Abstract: Hustle culture the systemic glorification of overworking and 
continuous multi-tasking has rapidly emerged as a dominant socio-behavioral 
norm among Generation Z in the Philippines. Driven by hyper-connectivity, 
the proliferation of digital gig platforms, and persistent macroeconomic 
inflation, the younger demographic has increasingly internalized productivity 
as a measure of self-worth. This study examines the socio-economic drivers 
of hustle culture among Filipino Gen Z and analyzes its subsequent 
ramifications on mental well-being and labor market retention. Utilizing a 
qualitative-descriptive approach grounded in contemporary social-exchange 
and structural-functionalist theories, this paper reveals that while hustle 
culture is framed as a vehicle for upward mobility, it fundamentally operates 
as a structural survival mechanism. This mechanism induces chronic burnout, 
psycho-emotional exhaustion, and counter-movements such as “quiet 
quitting.” The study concludes with institutional recommendations for human 
resource management and public policy to foster sustainable workforce 
practices. 

 
Keywords: Burnout, Digital Gig Economy, Generation Z, Human Resource 
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1. Introduction 
The contemporary global labor landscape is undergoing a profound paradigm shift, accelerated by the 
rapid digitization of commerce, the casualization of labor contracts, and the rise of remote 
workspaces. within Southeast Asia, the Philippines has strategically positioned itself as a critical hub 
for the digital gig economy, remote freelance work, and Business Process Outsourcing (BPO) [1]. 
This rapid economic transition has not only altered employment structures but has also given birth to 
a distinctive socio-cultural phenomenon among entering workforce participants, universally known as 
“hustle culture” [2]. Characterized by the ceaseless pursuit of professional milestones and the 
monetization of personal hobbies, this culture posits that continuous labor is the sole path to self-
actualization and social mobility. 

For Generation Z Filipinos, typically defined as individuals born between 1997 and 2012, the 
traditional 9-to-5 employment structure is increasingly perceived as obsolete or financially 
insufficient [3]. Instead, a toxic combination of digital peer pressure and structural economic anxieties 
encourages the accumulation of multiple "side hustles" concurrently. While mainstream social media 
discourse frequently celebrates this behavior under the banners of youthful resilience (katatagan) and 
entrepreneurial grit, the underlying structural realities tell a far more precarious story of labor 
exploitation [4]. Consequently, there is an urgent need to critically examine how this lifestyle is 
internalized by young workers. 

The structural drivers of this phenomenon are deeply rooted in the macroeconomic instability of 
the post-pandemic era. Sustained inflationary pressures on essential goods, coupled with stagnant 
entry-level wages in urban centers like Metro Manila and Cebu, mean that a single primary income 
stream is structurally inadequate to meet the basic cost of living [5]. Young professionals are forced to 
navigate an economy where consumer prices rise exponentially faster than corporate compensation 
packages. Therefore, entering the digital gig economy as a multi-platform freelancer is rarely an 
opportunistic pursuit of luxury, but rather a direct structural survival mechanism [6]. 

Beyond macroeconomic factors, the societal push toward hyper-productivity is heavily amplified 
by the pervasive nature of digital media in the Philippines. As one of the global leaders in daily 
internet and social media consumption, Filipino youth are constantly exposed to curated algorithmic 
narratives of early financial independence and affluent lifestyles [7]. This digital ecosystem fosters an 
acute Fear of Missing Out (FOMO) regarding career progression, where taking necessary physical 
rest is reframed as a moral failure or a waste of billable hours. The constant psychological comparison 
mediated by platforms like LinkedIn and TikTok systematically erodes the boundaries between the 
self and the professional persona [2] [7]. 

Furthermore, the domestic pressure on Gen Z is uniquely intensified by the traditional socio-
familial expectations inherent in Filipino culture. Many young workers function as part of the 
"sandwich generation," burdened with the immediate financial responsibility of supporting aging 
parents, financing siblings' education, or managing household debts [8]. This cultural expectation of 
familial reciprocity (utang na loob) intersects brutally with modern economic precarity. When 
familial survival is tethered to an individual's daily output, the psychological permission to disengage 
from work is effectively revoked, forcing individuals to sustain prolonged states of overworking [4] 
[8]. 

The long-term physiological and psychological ramifications of this lifestyle are manifest in 
skyrocketing rates of occupational burnout, chronic anxiety, and clinical depression among young 
adults [9]. The blending of domestic and professional spaces through remote work has eliminated the 
spatial and temporal boundaries that historically protected personal life from corporate intrusion. 
Unfortunately, despite the formal enactment of the Philippine Mental Health Law (RA 11036), 
institutionalized psychological support remains heavily stigmatized and economically inaccessible for 
the average working-class youth [10]. This institutional void leaves a vulnerable demographic to 
manage severe systemic stress through unguided digital coping mechanisms. 

In response to this prolonged state of exhaustion, the contemporary Philippine labor market is 
witnessing a profound behavioral counter-movement driven by Gen Z employees. Phenomena such as 
“quiet quitting” the conscious decision to restrict work output strictly to the confines of a job 
description and sudden mass resignations are becoming increasingly common [11]. Young workers 
are beginning to vocally reject corporate paternalism, which historically weaponized family-centric 
rhetoric to justify uncompensated overtime and toxic workplace boundaries. This shifting dynamic 
creates a critical point of friction between traditional corporate management styles and the new 
generation's demands for psychological safety [3] [11]. 
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While existing literature has extensively covered hustle culture within Western corporate contexts, 
empirical and sociological focus on its intersection with the unique socio-economic realities of 
Southeast Asian youth, particularly in the Philippines, remains fragmented. This study aims to bridge 
this gap by providing a comprehensive analysis of hustle culture among Filipino Gen Z through the 
lenses of sociology and human resource management. By investigating both the systemic 
macroeconomic catalysts and the localized psychological tolls, this paper seeks to provide actionable 
insights for organizational leaders and policymakers to foster sustainable, human-centric labor 
practices in the digital age. 

 
2. Literature Review 
2.1. Structural Strain and Effort-Reward Imbalance 
To systematically evaluate the expansion of hustle culture among Generation Z in the Philippines, this 
study synthesizes Robert K. Merton’s Structural Strain Theory and Johannes Siegrist’s Effort-Reward 
Imbalance (ERI) Model. Structural Strain Theory posits that an acute disjunction between culturally 
glorified goals (such as financial autonomy and material success) and the institutionalized, legitimate 
means available to achieve them induces a state of societal anomie [12]. In the contemporary 
Philippine context, Gen Z is continually bombarded with macroeconomic indicators of wealth, yet 
faces a hollowed-out domestic labor market characterized by wage stagnation and contractual 
precarity. Consequently, “hustling” or the strategic accumulation of multiple fragmented labor roles 
emerges as an innovative socio-economic adaptation to resolve this structural strain [12] [13]. 

The secondary layer of this structural dynamic involves how cultural goals are aggressively 
marketed as universal necessities rather than aspirational luxuries. Within modern capitalistic 
frameworks, failing to achieve financial independence by a certain age is stigmatized as a personal 
deficiency rather than an institutional failure [14]. For Filipino Gen Z, who enter the workforce during 
a period of volatile globalization, this stigma creates an internal psychological crisis. When traditional 
employment channels fail to provide a living wage, individuals feel compelled to deviate from 
standard career trajectories. This gives rise to alternative, hyper-intensive work patterns as the only 
viable mechanism to narrow the chasm between societal expectations and economic realities [13] 
[15]. 

Concurrently, the ERI model serves as a vital occupational framework to measure the 
psychological and physiological toll of this structural adaptation. The core premise of the ERI model 
is that work-related benefits encompassing pay, esteem, status control, and job security should 
equitably reciprocate the occupational efforts expended by the worker [16]. When high efforts are 
consistently met with stagnant or compressed rewards, workers experience chronic autonomic arousal, 
persistent fatigue, and severe psycho-emotional distress. This model is critical for evaluating modern 
industries where the traditional limits of a workday are blurred by digital connectivity, leaving the 
employee in a state of perpetual availability [14] [17]. 

Within the digital gig economy, hustle culture artificially inflates the “effort” variable by 
moralizing non-stop work and transforming overproduction into a measure of ethical character. 
Conversely, volatile algorithmic governance, unpredictable client behavior, and a lack of state-
enforced labor protections structurally compress the “reward” variable [15]. Gen Z workers are 
systematically incentivized to invest more cognitive and temporal resources into their roles with zero 
institutional guarantees of long-term reciprocity. This baseline asymmetry traps the youth in a 
continuous loop of diminishing psychological returns, shifting the narrative of overwork from an 
autonomous choice to a chronic occupational hazard [18] [19]. 

Ultimately, the synthesis of Merton’s strain theory and Siegrist’s ERI model highlights a profound 
systemic contradiction within emerging markets. Merton explains why the youth are structurally 
driven to overwork (the pursuit of elusive cultural goals amidst structural deficit), while Siegrist 
illuminates how this continuous overwork erodes their physical and psychological well-being [20] 
[14]. Together, these frameworks dismantle the corporate myth of the enthusiastic "Gen Z 
entrepreneur." Instead, they reframe hustle culture as a highly stressful, reactive coping mechanism 
designed to navigate a fractured economic landscape that demands maximum productivity while 
offering minimal structural stability [21] [22]. 
 
2.2. The Digital Gig Economy and Precarity in Emerging Markets 
The expansion of hustle culture is structurally inseparable from the rise of digital labor platforms and 
the widespread casualization of labor contracts in emerging markets. Scholarly literature on the global 
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gig economy frequently distinguishes between two competing narratives: “gig work as liberation” 
versus “gig work as algorithmic exploitation” [23]. In developing economies like the Philippines, 
digital platforms offer a deceptive veneer of democratization and meritocracy. They allow young, 
tech-savvy workers to bypass localized nepotism and connect directly with global capital markets as 
virtual assistants, content moderators, graphic designers, or freelance programmers [1] [24]. 

However, this structural integration introduces a secondary, more insidious layer of socio-
economic precarity that targets the vulnerability of developing nations. Global freelance platforms 
operate on highly asymmetric power dynamics where Western clients dictate pricing indexes that are 
highly cost-effective for them but insufficient for the long-term social security of the localized worker 
[17]. This phenomenon, often termed “digital Taylorism,” breaks down complex professional projects 
into highly commodified, low-paying tasks. Filipino workers are effectively placed in a race-to-the-
bottom bidding war against other global South laborers, driving down wages and mandating longer 
working hours to maintain financial viability [17] [23]. 

Furthermore, the legal architecture of these digital platforms isolates the individual worker from 
traditional labor rights. Gig workers are strictly classified as “independent contractors” or “third-party 
partners,” a legal designation that explicitly absolves corporate platforms and global clients from 
providing mandatory benefits such as healthcare, paid sick leave, or retirement packages [24]. This 
legal loophole shifts all operational and physiological risks directly onto the shoulders of the 
individual Gen Z worker. If an individual experiences health failure or an economic shock, there are 
no institutional safety nets to absorb the impact, creating a state of chronic systemic anxiety [25] [26]. 

In the Philippine context, this platform-mediated precarity intersects with long-standing domestic 
issues of structural underemployment and contractualization, locally known as endo (end of contract) 
culture [25]. For decades, young graduates have faced a domestic market that offers temporary, low-
paying contracts without pathways to permanence. The digital gig economy merely digitizes this 
instability, rebranding contractual precarity as “entrepreneurial freedom.” Consequently, literature 
indicates that the structural necessity to maintain a “hustle” is exacerbated by the total absence of 
dependable macro-level safety nets, transforming the modern digital workspace into an unregulated, 
hyper-competitive frontier [27] [28]. 

Ultimately, the digital gig economy creates a highly fragmented labor force that lacks collective 
bargaining power or institutional visibility. Because work is performed individually behind screens, 
the traditional solidarity of the working class is replaced by individual hyper-competition [26]. Young 
professionals do not view each other as colleagues, but as market competitors for the next freelance 
contract. This socio-spatial atomization ensures that the systemic exploitation inherent in the gig 
platform remains unchallenged, forcing Gen Z to continuously double their output within a hollowed-
out labor ecosystem that monetizes their vulnerability [16] [24] [26]. 
 
2.3. Hyper-Connectivity, Social Comparison, and Mental Health 
The psychological internalization of hustle culture is heavily mediated by the architecture and 
algorithmic design of modern social media platforms. Extant literature on cyber-behavior notes that 
Generation Z is the first demographic to undergo primary socialization within a hyper-connected 
environment, where digital algorithms actively dictate information feeds [18]. Platforms such as 
LinkedIn, TikTok, and Instagram have heavily commodified professional achievements, transforming 
career progression into a visual spectacle. This environment has given rise to what sociologists term 
“performative productivity,” where individuals document their labor output to cultivate an optimized 
digital brand [2] [18]. 

This constant digital performativity triggers severe psychological pathologies rooted in continuous 
exposure to hyper-curated, unrealistic benchmarks of success. According to Leon Festinger’s Social 
Comparison Theory, individuals determine their own social and personal worth based on how they 
stack up against others [19]. In a hyper-connected ecosystem, Gen Z Filipinos are no longer 
comparing themselves to their immediate peers or local community members. Instead, they are forced 
to compete with a globally curated elite of young entrepreneurs, overnight influencers, and high-
earning digital nomads, creating a structural distortion of what constitutes normal life progression [19] 
[27]. 

This continuous upward social comparison generates profound cognitive dissonance, a persistent 
sense of personal inadequacy, and what clinical literature describes as “hurry sickness” [20]. Hurry 
sickness manifests as a continuous struggle and an unremitting sense of urgency to accomplish more 
tasks in less time, directly correlating with the multi-fold increase of generalized anxiety disorders 
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among the youth [20] [28]. Rest is no longer viewed as a natural physiological necessity; rather, it is 
pathologized by digital subcultures and reframed as a moral failure, laziness, or a waste of billable 
hours. The algorithmic architecture of these platforms ensures that any moments of inactivity are met 
with a barrage of content showcasing others working, thereby inducing profound guilt [2] [28]. 

Furthermore, the psychological toll is deeply exacerbated by the phenomenon of “toxic positivity” 
embedded within modern corporate and digital discourse. Influencers and corporate leaders promote 
the narrative that systemic economic blockades can be overcome solely through positive thinking, 
manifesting, and “grinding harder” [29]. This rhetoric effectively individualizes structural failures; if 
a young worker cannot afford rent despite working 14 hours a day, toxic positivity convinces them 
that the fault lies in their lack of focus or drive. This internalization of structural blame severely 
damages self-esteem, accelerates depressive episodes, and cuts off the development of critical 
systemic awareness [27] [29]. 

Consequently, the intersection of hyper-connectivity and social comparison has created a major 
public health crisis among young professionals in developing nations. The pressure to maintain a 
performative, hyper-productive lifestyle causes chronic sleep deprivation, immune system 
degradation, and cognitive exhaustion [30]. Because psychiatric care remains heavily stigmatized and 
economically out of reach for the majority of working-class Filipinos, a worrying trend of unguided 
self-diagnosis on social media platforms has emerged [10]. Gen Z individuals are turning to internet 
forums and peer networks to manage complex stress and anxiety disorders, bypassing formal clinical 
interventions and leaving a highly vulnerable demographic to survive within a cycle of systemic 
psychological exhaustion [10] [30] [31]. 

 
3. Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative-descriptive research design anchored in critical interpretivism to 
investigate the socio-economic catalysts and psychosocial impacts of hustle culture among Generation 
Z in the Philippines. Qualitative-descriptive approaches are uniquely suited for exploring nuanced 
human behaviors, cultural shifts, and localized systemic pressures that cannot be fully captured by 
rigid statistical metrics. By utilizing an interpretivist lens, this research seeks to look beneath the 
surface-level corporate rhetoric of "entrepreneurial grit" and uncover the subjective experiences, 
structural anxieties, and coping mechanisms of young workers navigating a precarious digital labor 
ecosystem. 

 
4. Finding and Discussion 
4.1. The Synthesis of Structural Strain: Hustling as a Reactive Survival Strategy 
The qualitative analysis of the data corpus reveals that hustle culture among Generation Z in the 
Philippines is fundamentally misunderstood when framed merely as an ambitious, career-driven 
lifestyle choice. Instead, the empirical evidence demonstrates that this behavioral pattern is a highly 
reactive adaptation to systemic economic failures. Young workers are entering a labor market where 
the primary institutionalized path to stability namely, a standard corporate 9-to-5 position no longer 
yields a sufficient living wage due to severe domestic inflation and disproportionate urban living 
costs. This creates an acute socio-economic mismatch. Society continues to aggressively promote 
markers of early financial independence, consumerism, and middle-class status, yet the material 
mechanisms to achieve these milestones have been systematically hollowed out. 

Consequently, the accumulation of multiple digital “side hustles” or freelance contracts is born out 
of structural desperation rather than entrepreneurial zeal. The narratives of young professionals 
indicate that maintaining three or four parallel work streams is a baseline requirement to buffer 
against financial precarity. This pressure is compounded by deep-rooted domestic realities, where the 
individual is frequently expected to lift their extended family units out of economic distress. In this 
context, overworking becomes a highly localized survival mechanism. The traditional cultural concept 
of resilience has been effectively weaponized by macroeconomic conditions, transforming the body 
and mind of the young worker into an over-extended economic resource that cannot afford to 
disengage from production. 

A central finding of this study is the profound imbalance between the massive temporal and 
cognitive effort expended by Gen Z workers and the volatile, unstable rewards they receive from the 
digital economy. Freelance platforms and virtual outsourcing networks operate as a digital 
panopticon, enforcing extreme metrics of productivity through algorithmic surveillance, real-time 
activity tracking, and constant performance rating systems. Young professionals internalize these 
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metrics, willingly sacrificing sleep, physical health, and social connectivity to protect their digital 
reputation scores. They operate under a moralized corporate narrative which implies that if they 
simply work harder, sleep less, and optimize every minute of their day, financial liberation will 
follow. 

However, the real-world rewards of this hyper-productivity are consistently suppressed by the 
structural design of global platform capitalism. Because these young workers are legally classified as 
independent contractors, their high efforts are met with a complete absence of job security, medical 
benefits, or institutional protection. They are trapped in a global race-to-the-bottom bidding war, 
where foreign clients exploit local currency devaluations to purchase elite cognitive labor at fractions 
of Western market rates. This structural asymmetry ensures that while the effort curve rises 
exponentially, the socio-economic reward curve remains flat or volatile. This baseline imbalance 
generates a state of chronic autonomic arousal and systemic panic, turning the digital workspace into 
a source of ongoing psychological exhaustion. 
 
4.2. Performative Productivity, Guilt, and the Erosion of Social Capital 
The findings indicate that the architecture of modern social media networks plays a pathological role 
in normalizing this cycle of overwork. Platforms like LinkedIn and TikTok have transformed 
professional labor into a curated, visual spectacle, fostering an environment of “performative 
productivity.” Gen Z workers feel intense peer pressure to broadcast their constant busyness, creating 
an echo chamber where exhaustion is converted into social currency. This digital landscape 
fundamentally alters the internal psychology of the individual; rest is no longer recognized as a 
natural physiological necessity, but is instead pathologized and reframed as a moral failing or a waste 
of billable potential. 

This psychological distortion induces a profound sense of existential guilt whenever an individual 
attempts to rest or engage in non-monetized activities. The constant upward comparison with globally 
curated, idealized digital profiles creates a persistent feeling of personal inadequacy and “hurry 
sickness.” Over time, this psychological strain causes an atomization of traditional social capital. In a 
culture historically characterized by vibrant, communal cohesion and extended family integration, 
hustle culture forces the individual to view all interpersonal relationships through the cold lens of 
economic utility and professional networking. Leisure time is stripped of its communal essence and 
subjected to financial auditing, leading to a profound sense of urban isolation, emotional alienation, 
and pervasive loneliness among the youth. 

The final thematic pattern identified in this study highlights an emerging, powerful behavioral 
backlash against the unsustainable demands of hustle culture. Having reached thresholds of physical 
and emotional collapse, the contemporary generation of Filipino workers is shifting from passive 
compliance to active, covert resistance. The rapid rise of movements such as “quiet quitting” 
represents a conscious, collective attempt to erect psychological boundaries against corporate 
encroachment. By deliberately restricting their output to the literal text of their job descriptions, 
young professionals are staging a silent strike against the normalized expectation of unpaid, hyper-
extended labor. 

This resistance signifies a radical dismantling of traditional corporate paternalism in the 
Philippines. For decades, organizations have successfully weaponized family-centric rhetoric to guilt 
employees into accepting toxic workplace boundaries and uncompensated overtime. Gen Z is actively 
rejecting this paradigm, placing their mental well-being and personal autonomy above unreciprocated 
organizational loyalty. This shift is generating significant structural friction within corporate 
environments, characterized by high turnover rates and a total breakdown of traditional retention 
strategies. Young workers are explicitly demonstrating that they will no longer accept the glorification 
of burnout as a substitute for fair compensation, physical safety, and the fundamental right to 
disconnect from the machinery of labor. 

 
5. Conclusion 
This study demonstrates that hustle culture among Generation Z in the Philippines is not a mere 
manifestation of youthful ambition or entrepreneurial drive; rather, it is a structural symptom of a 
deeply fractured macroeconomic landscape. When synthesized through the lenses of Structural Strain 
Theory and the Effort-Reward Imbalance model, the relentless pursuit of hyper-productivity is 
unmasked as a reactive survival strategy. Confronted with a domestic labor market defined by 
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stagnant entry-level wages and intense inflation, young professionals are forced to innovative yet 
exhausting extremes namely, the accumulation of fragmented, unregulated digital contracts. 

The digital gig economy, while offering a veneer of global democratization and autonomy, 
operates as an asymmetric frontier of labor exploitation. By transferring all physiological and 
operational risks directly onto the individual under the legal guise of “independent contracting,” 
global platforms and corporate entities systematically extract maximum cognitive capital while 
suppressing essential social safety nets. This persistent imbalance between exponential effort and 
volatile rewards triggers a severe public health crisis, characterized by chronic occupational burnout, 
generalized anxiety, and the erosion of traditional communal capital. However, the emerging counter-
movements of “quiet quitting” and the vocal rejection of corporate paternalism signal a historic 
turning point. Gen Z is actively reshaping the psychological contract of the workplace, demonstrating 
that the glorification of exhaustion is no longer a viable baseline for sustainable labor. 
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