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1
Introduction and Summary

1.1 Introduction: the “work-life balance” agenda 

Over the last decade working practices in the UK have come under a concerted attack from various polemicists and lobbyists who have chosen to “demonise” the workplace in order to push though an agenda for changes to working practices. And, if employers find difficulties with delivering the required “changes” voluntarily, then the threat, and actuality, of extra regulations is not far behind. 

For want of a better phrase we have chosen the title for this agenda as the “work-life balance” because, for all its tendentious drawbacks, this has been adopted as government policy as we discuss later in this paper. And it is this agenda that is partly behind the re-regulation of the British labour market. It is not the only reason (for example, the compulsory recognition of collective bargaining, which increases trade union power in the workplace, is another) and, for this reason, we will be returning to the issue of re-regulation in the workplace later in the year. 

We would identify the main aspects of the “work-life balance” agenda very broadly (and bringing various themes together) as follows:   

· “Long hours culture” is endemic, imposed and resented;

· The “long hours culture” and other aspects of the workplace cause misery, dissatisfaction, stress and illness;

· The current inflexibilities and demands of the workplace mean that some employees (especially mothers with children) find it very difficult to achieve a satisfactory balance between their “work” and their “lives”. This situation is unacceptable;

· Job “insecurity” is endemic in our “hire and fire” culture.  

In this paper we analyse the evidence behind these assertions.

1.2 The “long hours culture”

Data on average hours worked quoted in chapter 2 show that: 

· Average weekly working hours for full-time workers dropped to around 36 hours (excluding unpaid overtime) in the early 1980s and have hovered around this level ever since. Including unpaid overtime added about 2–3 hours to the average working week;

· Men in full-time worked longer average hours than women. In 1999 they worked an average 40.4 hours including paid and unpaid overtime, excluding any 2nd jobs, whilst women worked 34.8 hours; 

· During the 1980s, even though the average hours changed little, the dispersion of hours worked increased – with an increase in the proportion of people working 20 hours (or less) and an increase in the proportion working 48 hours (or more) during the decade. The proportions working 20 hours (or less) and 48 hours (or more) changed little during the 1990s, despite impressions to the contrary. Not only had there been an increased dispersion in workload in the 1980s – but there had also been an increased concentration of work in certain types of households;

· Survey evidence suggested that, even though average hours may not have increased since the early 1980s (for full-time workers), work intensity probably had done. 

About 20% of full-time workers work 48 hours or more (including unpaid overtime) and can be dubbed “long hours workers”. Our evidence suggests:

· Professionals, managers and administrators and craft workers are the most likely occupational groups to work long hours;

· According to the IPD, many “long hours” workers, rather than feeling miserable and press-ganged, willingly worked the long hours and felt very committed to the job;

· Moreover, long hours can bring both financial and non-financial rewards. Put bluntly, ambitious people who work long hours tend to be paid more – this is the “reward system” at work. It is worth noting that as job effort (extensive and intensive) has dispersed over the last 20 years so has the dispersion of income (ie income inequality). 

The “work-life balance” polemicists are fond of saying “Britain works the longest hours in the EU”, without any qualification and, all too often, without challenge. We would make the following observations:

· The evidence that the UK has “the longest working hours in the EU” relates to just one series – that of “usual” as opposed to “actual” hours of full-time workers. But there are many valid ways of measuring hours worked and any international comparisons are fraught with problems; 

· The UK is a global economy and must compete in the world and merely to compare our hours with the EU’s is to ignore this very basic fact; 

· Average working hours in Britain are very much “in the middle” for developed economies (and lower than in the US). And, even on EU comparisons, British employees appear to work fewer actual hours than in Spain, Finland, Portugal and Greece. 

1.3 Employee attitudes and “work-related stress”

In chapter 3 we quote survey evidence on employee attitudes and conclude that: 

· British workers are, on the whole, satisfied with work;

· Some managers (even though they worked long hours at some expense of their private lives) seemed, on the whole, to be reasonably satisfied with their work, including the hours they worked; 

· International comparisons of employee attitude studies are riddled with cultural difficulties and different expectations and it is hard to come to any firm conclusions. On some surveys Britain comes “around the middle” yet on others we seem to be towards the bottom. (But we do like to moan – a national characteristic.)

Concerning work-related illness and “stress” we conclude that:  

· All too often it seems as though the workplace is treated as a scapegoat for individuals’ and society’s illnesses and stresses but employment can bring many health (as well as financial) benefits;     

· Sickness is, however, a major cost to business with cases of the relatively recently pathologised “stress” and “depression” increasing significantly. But, it should be noted, that the UK has one of the best safety records in the world;

· Even up to 48 or 50 hours a week, there appears to be little direct correlation between ill-health and hours. But beyond these hours it is reasonable to expect problems to mount in a non-linear way – especially if the long hours are on a semi-permanent basis. People’s health and happiness at work depend on many other factors such as a sense of control and motivation at work and whether being, for example, bullied, happy with colleagues and happy with the nature of the work. And health at work also depends on many social and medical non-work factors; 

· Work-related stress should be treated as a management problem but increasingly it is being medicalised and pathologised – a development that is being driven by the “stress industry”. And this is probably the main reason for the increase in the incidence of work–related stress – the so-called “stress epidemic”;

· These developments are one reason for the rise in the “blame ‘n’ claim compensation culture” as “victims” jump on the stress bandwagon.

1.4 The “work-life balance” and family friendly policies
In chapter 4 we analyse the current “work-life balance” debate (which subsumes the “family friendly policies” agenda) and provisionally conclude that:

· Despite strong evidence that work for many people is a positive part of their lives, there is now strong momentum behind an agenda for giving employees (especially parents) more rights concerning the way in which they work and, in the “work-life balance” terminology, “correct” the balance between their “work” (which is seen to have negative connotations despite the fact it is also seen to be a major contributor to the government’s social engineering programmes) and their “life”;

· Much of the work-life balance agenda, so far, has concentrated on more rights for parents, loosely described as “family friendly” policies. Whilst we recognise that mothers, in particular, have to make very hard choices between their careers and their children, these problems are essentially insoluble. And the extra “privileges” can bring problems and resentment in the workplace. Moreover, men still see their main role as fathers as protectors and providers and not house-husbands; 

· We are, nevertheless, very supportive of businesses’ introducing “flexible employment practices” in order to accommodate their employees’ preferences on a purely voluntary basis. In many cases such policies bring definite business benefits such as improved recruitment, motivation and retention. And the British workplace already has many employees benefiting from flexible working practices; our labour market performs flexibly by international standards. But there are limits. And any further legislation in this area will lead to yet more distracting and time-consuming red tape and difficulties over absenteeism and cover – especially for small businesses;   

· We would, incidentally, like to see employers be given more support for the provision of childcare facilities off the premises.

We also discuss the current government’s “family friendly” programme (driven by lobbying groups – including women’s groups) in chapter 4 and note:

· The government has already introduced substantial employment legislation on family friendly policies including parental leave, mandatory time off for family emergencies and improved maternity rights (in 1999). Moreover, the Chancellor, in his March 2001 budget, announced paid paternity leave and further improvements to maternity rights. And, with the proposals outlined in the DTI’s Green Paper on “Work and Parents”, there are probably more family friendly rights in the pipeline;

· Whilst we see some merit in the DfEE’s “work-life balance” campaign, the supporting research found that both employers and employees believed that a business’s organisational goals should take priority over the “work-life balance”. This finding must be kept firmly in mind during any “work-life balance” debate. Business’s goals come first. Businesses will introduce flexible employment practices if a business case can be made (but not a “social” one – businesses aren’t part of the social services or charities). The government should resist the temptation to introduce legislation in order to “correct” the “wrong balance” (not least of all for women with children) in the UK. But we fear that it will not - driven by women’s lobbying groups;

· Maternity regulations introduced to help women can adversely affect their job prospects.  

1.5 “Flexibility” and “insecurity” at work

In chapter 5 we discuss the concept of labour market flexibility and conclude that there are at least six types: (1) numerical flexibility that is all too often, erroneously, associated with job insecurity, (2) flexible working patterns, (3) wage flexibility, (4) skills flexibility, (5) functional flexibility and (6) geographical flexibility.

Concerning changing labour markets and the “work-life balance” protagonists’ concern about job insecurity we conclude that:

· Labour markets change relatively slowly. The idea that the old “job for life” (something of a myth) has been replaced by unstable and promiscuous working lives is not true. Job duration data show very modest changes over the last 20 years and, therefore, refute the assertion that job “insecurity” (or at least one aspect of it) has dramatically increased over this period. And there are still relatively few temporary workers in the UK (around 7%);

· A survey by the IPD showed that 88% of employees felt very or fairly secure in their jobs. This is hardly consistent with the epidemic of “job insecurity” that the “job insecurity” lobbyists (for more “job protection”) would have us believe.

If the UK is going to be able to continue delivering secure jobs it needs to be globally competitive and have relatively lightly regulated labour markets. There are clear links between competitiveness, job creation and labour market regulation. Job “protection” regulations do not help job “security” – they hinder it. More specifically: 

· Competitiveness is already slipping partly reflecting the labour market regulations introduced in recent years;

· During the 1990s the UK had a relatively lightly regulated labour market, with a high degree of numerical, working pattern and wage flexibility. (The UK’s labour markets were less heavily regulated than those in Italy, Germany and France - though they were more regulated than in the US.) The recent labour market regulations have undoubtedly damaged numerical and wage flexibility. 

· There is well-researched evidence by, for example, the OECD to show that heavily regulated labour markets damage employment and increase long-term unemployment;

· In recent years the UK has performed well in terms of participation rates, unemployment and employment growth. This good performance has reflected, in no small part, the relatively lightly regulated labour markets; 

· There is no doubt that the UK’s labour markets are being re-regulated and they will almost certainly perform less well in the future because of this. The damaging impact will take time and, probably, an economic downturn to show. Some of the regulations originate from the EU - with its uncompetitive and heavily regulated labour markets. But many of the extra regulations emanate from the current government, driven by sentimentalists and women’s groups (not mutually exclusive).

1.6 Conclusion 

We acknowledge that life in the workplace has its pressures and problems. Nothing is “perfect”. But the “work-life balance” agenda we outlined in 1.1 is far from the impartial truth. People, on the whole, are not working unacceptable hours against their will; there is much employee satisfaction with work and the stress “epidemic” is grossly exaggerated; Britain already has many flexible working practices and the push for many more can be sentimentalist and unrealistic; and the British workplace has not become a hotbed of insecurity.   
And we would also point out two very fundamental truths that seem to be lost sight of by the “work-life balance” protagonists and polemicists:

· Employees are paid for their work (and their pay is determined by labour markets which judge an employee’s value to a business). Moreover, employees enter into employment contracts which specify terms and conditions and are aware (or should be) that they have obligations as well as rights towards their employer;

· Life, for everyone, is full of “hard choices”. And it is a sentimentalist retreat from life’s harsh realities to imply that hard choices can somehow be “washed and wished away” by bringing in more work-life balance regulations.    

We believe that the “work-life balance” agenda for further employee rights and regulations is damaging the workplace and will damage it further. (And we are only too aware that there are rogue employers who treat their staff abominably, we would never condone their behaviour, but they are singularly impervious to exhortation and regulation.) The extra regulation distracts businesspeople from running their businesses and, therefore, damages their competitiveness. And when the regulations apply to specific groups (especially women), they act as a deterrent to employment and damage their job prospects; they are counterproductive. 

We would urge the government to rethink its strategy of extending employee “work-life balance” rights. They will damage businesses (especially small businesses) and they will damage the country’s competitiveness. And they will damage the groups (especially women) the regulations are intended to help. A triple whammy. 

2
The “long hours culture”

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter we examine the evidence behind “workaholic Britain” – the “long hours culture”. What hours are people working and are they working longer hours than they used to? (See section 2.2.) Who works long hours and are they happy about it? Or are they press ganged into working long hours? (See sections 2.3 and 2.4.) Are people working more intensively? (See section 2.5.) And how does Britain compare internationally? (Section 2.6.)

2.2 Working hours: average weekly hours

According to official data1 there was a significant fall in working hours between the middle of the 19th century and the late 1960s. Concerning fitters and turners in the engineering industry, bricklayers in the building industry and workers in the furniture, printing and footwear industries the data show a fairly standard working week of around 58-60 hours in the 1850s falling to 45 hours by 1945 to 40 hours in 1968. The historic decline in weekly hours is manifested in sporadic discrete jumps punctuated by long periods of stability.

According to Francis Green2 the general downward trend continued off and on throughout the 1970s with a substantive drop in 1974. In the 1970s, the story is taken up by the New Earnings Survey (NES, from 1974) and the Labour Force Survey (LFS, from 1977). Both series suggest a possible turning point in 1981, a year of deep recession, when average weekly hours dropped to 36 (full-time workers, excluding unpaid overtime). Since then average weekly hours (on his definition) have hovered around 36 as shown in table 1 of Annex 2. Moreover, this pattern of average hours worked is not significantly affected by including unpaid overtime and whether the figures are for “actual” or “usual” hours. Green concluded that “it is hard to identify any sense of increasing extensive work effort (ie average hours worked) in Britain”. In summary, average hours of work per worker levelled off at the start of the 1980s, following a long historical fall, but have not increased since3. 

Much of the debate about “workaholic Britain” developed and intensified during the 1990s and it is instructive to look at the latest data as shown in the table below.  The average of hours worked has remained remarkably steady and, insofar there have been fluctuations, they partly reflect the cyclical behaviour of the economy.  

Actual average weekly hours of work, main and 2nd jobs, all workers (including full-time, part-time and 2nd jobs), seasonally adjusted*

	Spring quarters (March to May)
	All
	Men
	Women 

	1992 (recession)
	33.0
	38.6
	26.1

	1993
	33.0
	38.6
	26.1

	1994
	33.3
	38.9
	26.3

	1995
	33.5
	39.2
	26.5

	1996
	33.4
	39.1
	26.4

	1997
	33.2
	38.8
	26.4

	1998
	33.2
	38.7
	26.3

	1999
	33.3
	38.5
	26.7

	
	
	
	


*Source: ONS: Labour Market Trends table B.21 (TSO, January 2001)

The hours worked series are compiled from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) in which respondents are asked a series of questions enabling the identification of both their usual hours and their actual hours during the reference week, excluding meal breaks, but including paid and unpaid overtime.

If full-time and part-time workers are separately identified, then again there are few large changes and the changes that there are partly reflect cyclical developments.  

Actual average weekly hours worked for full-time and part-time workers, seasonally adjusted*

	Spring quarters (March to May)
	1992
	1995
	1999

	Alla
	33.0
	33.5
	33.3

	Full-time workersb
	37.9
	38.7
	38.5

	Part-time workersb
	14.7
	15.1
	15.4

	2nd jobs
	10.6
	9.2
	9.1

	
	
	
	

	Mena
	38.6
	39.2
	38.5

	Full-time workersb
	39.9
	40.9
	40.4

	Part-time workersb
	14.3
	14.6
	15.1

	2nd jobs
	11.9
	9.9
	9.6

	
	
	
	

	Womena
	26.1
	26.5
	26.7

	Full-time workersb
	34.1
	34.5
	34.8

	Part-time workersb
	14.7
	15.2
	15.4

	2nd jobs
	9.3
	8.6
	8.6


*Source: ONS: Labour Market Trends table B.21 (TSO, January 2001)

a = main and 2nd jobs

b = main job only

2.3 Working hours: distribution

Green4 found that, even though there had been very little change in average weekly hours worked between the early 1980s and the late 1990s, there had been increased dispersion. According to Green, in 1983 the proportion of workers working 20 hours (or less) was 10% but this had increased to 14% by 1998. At the other end of the hours scale, in 1983 16.8% of workers said they worked at least 48 hours (including unpaid overtime) – but this proportion had risen to about 20% by the late 1980s. (Please see table below.) It then slipped back a tad in the early 1990s and then picked up to 20+% for the remainder of the 1990s. The increase in the proportion working 48+ hours – excluding unpaid overtime – was from 14.1% in 1983 to around 16% by the late 1990s. 

Individuals’ actual hours* at work per week (full-time workers)

	
	% working at least 48 hours

	
	Excluding unpaid overtime
	Including unpaid overtime 

	1983
	14.1
	16.8

	1984
	15.0
	17.4

	1985
	14.8
	17.6

	1986
	15.0
	18.1

	1987
	15.7
	18.8

	1988
	16.6
	20.2

	1989
	16.7
	20.3

	1990
	16.2
	20.0

	1991 (recession)
	15.8
	19.8

	1992 (recession)
	15.1
	18.6

	1993
	15.4
	19.4

	1994
	16.1
	20.1

	1995
	16.5
	20.8

	1996
	16.2
	20.3

	1997
	16.2
	20.2

	1998
	16.0
	20.1


*Source: Green, Francis: It’s been a hard day’s night: the concentration and intensification of work in late 20th century Britain (1999, Kent University paper) 

From Green’s data it is clear that increased “extensive work effort” (ie longer hours) has indeed been a reality for some sections of the workforce over the last 20 years, even though this has not been the case for the workforce as a whole. Moreover, the major changes were in the 1980s and not the 1990s. Recent official sources5 confirm Green’s findings for the 1990s. (See table 2, annex 2.) According to these data the proportion of workers working more than 45 hours picked up modestly through much of the 1990s (though slipping back in 1999) but was mainly around the 25-26% mark throughout the decade. 

Green6 also notes that over the past 20 years there has been an increased concentration of work in certain types of households and the related increase in the proportion of households where no-one is in work (partly reflecting the 1980s recession and the rise of lone parent households). So it is not just a matter of the changes in the distribution of hours of work (with greater proportions of people working especially long hours and people working especially few hours). It is also the evidence that an increasing proportion of the nation’s households do not work, whilst those households where 

someone is working (maybe more than one) that person (or those people) may be working longer hours. (There is an extensive literature in this subject.) This concentration of extensive work effort (ie working hours) comprises, Green concludes, one objective indicator of increasing work pressure in Britain. 

2.4.1 Who works the long hours?

According to a recent survey by the Institute of Personnel and Development (IPD)7 about 10% of the workers they surveyed8 claimed to work more than 48 hours (lower than Green’s “official” figure) with about 4% working more than 60 hours. Professionals, managers9, 10 and craft workers made up the bulk of those working 48 hours or more whilst about one quarter was self-employed. 64% of the respondents were not paid overtime for working more hours than contract specified. The IPD survey showed that it was not just an issue of occupation, but also one of gender with men working more hours than women as the table below demonstrates.

People working more than 48 hours by occupation and by gender (%)

	
	Total
	Men
	Women

	Professional 
	23
	58
	42

	Managers and administrators
	22
	80
	20

	Craft
	19
	94
	6

	Plant & machinery operatives 
	11
	95
	5

	Associate professional & technical
	8
	59
	41

	Personal & protective services
	8
	53
	47

	Sales 
	4
	74
	26

	Clerical/secretarial
	3
	43
	57

	Other occupation
	-
	1
	-


Source: IPD: “Living to work? – IPD survey report”

Concerning the number of extra hours the different occupational groups worked, plant and machinery operatives worked the longest hours of those working more than 48 hours a week whilst clerical/secretarial workers worked the least - as the next table shows.

Average weekly hours versus contracted weekly hours by occupation (of people working more than 48 hours a week)

	
	Weekly hours
	Contracted weekly hours
	Extra hours worked

	Plant & machinery operatives 
	61.35
	41.14
	21.21

	Personal & protective services 
	60.78
	42.57
	18.21

	Craft
	58.81
	40.88
	17.93

	Associate professional & technical
	57.46
	39.34
	18.12

	Managers and administrators
	56.79
	40.82
	15.97

	Sales
	56.71
	40.25
	16.46

	Professional
	56.7
	37.68
	19.02

	Other occupation
	55.5
	43.52
	11.98

	Clerical/secretarial
	54.39
	35.62
	18.77

	Total
	57.98
	39.85
	18.13


 Source: IPD: “Living to work? – IPD survey report”

Turning to data specifically on unpaid overtime it is clear that most is undertaken by professional and “intermediate” occupational groups as shown in the table below11, 12. 

Incidence of unpaid overtime by occupational group (%)

	
	Hours

	Occupational group
	Less than 1 
	1-2
	3-4
	5-9
	10 or more

	Professional
	16.9
	8.4
	8.0
	17.7
	16.4

	Intermediate* 
	13.8
	8.1
	6.3
	14.2
	19.4

	Skilled non-manual
	27.4
	9.6
	4.1
	5.4
	2.9

	Skilled manual
	56.0
	3.7
	1.4
	2.4
	1.6

	Partly skilled
	51.3
	1.8
	0.8
	1.2
	0.7

	Unskilled 
	47.1
	3.6
	1.6
	4.2
	6.5

	
	
	
	
	
	

	All**
	31.7
	6.3
	4.0
	7.9
	9.0


* includes nurses, underwriters, brokers, school teachers, scientific technicians, computer programmers

** includes the armed forces

Source: The LFS (spring 1996 data)

2.4.2 Long hours and job satisfaction

Much of the “workaholic Britain” debate seems to assume that people who work long hours are unhappy and press-ganged people. But, according to very respected IPD survey material, little could be further from the truth. We shall be returning to the issues of work-related illness, stress and the need for a “work-life balance” in chapters 3 and 4, but here it is appropriate to refer to more of the IPD’s findings13. 

The IPD’s findings included:

· As many as 41% willingly chose to work long hours whereas only 11% working long hours were reluctant most or all of the time (though 47% were sometimes reluctant – only 47%!);

· Most cited heavy workloads as the main reason for working long hours (41%) with health sector workers feeling particularly stretched. Fear of “the axe” was very low with only 1% citing fear of losing their jobs as the main reason for working long hours. (So much for “job insecurity”!) Plant and machinery operatives worked long hours for the overtime pay. About one in eight said they work long hours because they loved the job; 

· Just 9% of the “long hours” workers had applied for jobs involving fewer hours. Whilst nearly 23% admitted that they could work fewer hours if they wished to, health service workers felt pressured to work long hours because they felt staffing levels were inadequate. Most long hours workers are very committed to the job; 

· Finally, 1/3rd of “long hours” workers (48 hours or more) were self-confessed “workaholics” (working 60 hours a week on average and about 3% of the total sample) and were less likely than other “long hours” workers to resent the time they spent at work14. 53% said that long hours was totally their choice compared with 35% of non-workaholics. Workaholics” also said they enjoyed their work more than non-workaholics and a higher proportion said that they thrived under pressure (83% versus 62% of non-workaholics who work 48+ hours).  

Finally, and this is often lost sight of in the “workaholic Britain” debate, many people work hard for rich financial rewards and personal fulfilment – and a sense of achievement. For many ambitious people, long hours and the prospect of rich rewards go hand in hand. And they feel it is their choice to work hard if they wish to15. They don’t wish to be told what to do – or lectured at.

2.5 Non-hours factors: work intensification et al

In 2.3 above we cited Green’s conclusion that evidence of an increasing proportion of non-working households along with an increasing dispersion of work where people are working was an indication of increasing work pressure in Britain. But Green16 is not just concerned with “extensive work effort” (ie working hours), he is also concerned with “intensive work effort” or “work intensity”. 

Green concludes that recent existing studies support the view that a substantial degree of work intensification took place during the 1980s (especially in manufacturing) and may have extended into the early 1990s. Moreover, the pressure to “raise one’s game” did not necessarily come from above – from an employee’s supervisor. It seems that peer pressure had come into its own as a source of labour intensification in this age of team-working. And with this increased intensification employees do report being under more pressure – which is often interpreted as “work-related stress”. (We return to stress in chapter 3.) Another aspect of greater work intensification and competitiveness in the workplace is the scope for greater inequality that may be a spur to effort, as employees strive to climb up the skills ladder.

There is a large literature on the non-hours aspects (ie the “non-extensive” work effort in Green’s terms) of pressures on employees. For example IDS (Income Data Services)17 refer to the fact that organisations have been undergoing virtually continuous restructuring and this can put pressure on employees and make them feel “insecure”. And, as the IDS points out, the fax, modem, the mobile phone are all very convenient, but they make it harder to draw the line between work and home life. Accessibility by mobile phone and e-mail extends the working day and many find themselves, for example, overloaded with information and working at their laptops late into the night.  (And, incidentally, with the spread of e-mail it may well be that people could be spending long hours at the office – but are spending more of their time on “private business”! A distinction has to be made between “hours” and “working time”.)  Long hours, IDS concludes, are only part of the story of work pressures on people.

2.6.1 The international dimension: introduction
I wish I had a pound for every time I’ve heard the phrase “Britain works the longest hours in the EU” as if this is the comparison to end all comparisons18. It is not. And it probably isn’t even true except on one definition.

This assertion can be criticised for at last three reasons:

· Britain is part of a global economy, not just an EU one, and the UK has to compete in the world. Global comparisons are, therefore, much more relevant;

· The justification the “authorities” have for claiming that our working hours are the longest in the EU. It should be challenged. We have “weighed it in the balance and found it wanting”;

· There are other key data on labour market performance that should be analysed and considered relevant including unemployment rates, labour market ‘flexibility’ and activity rates. Britain currently performs better on these indicators than many of her EU partners – though, given the increasing regulation, this will probably cease to be the case. (See chapter 5 for more.)

2.6.2 Some international comparisons

There is a wealth of data from well-respected sources to show that Britain’s average working hours are not excessive and are, in fact, “somewhere in the middle” of many a list (it should be noted that compiling such lists is fraught with difficulties). For example:

· ILO19 data showed that average annual hours in the UK are lower than in Finland, Iceland, Portugal, Greece, Spain, Turkey, Hungary, the Czech republic, the US, all the major South American countries, New Zealand, Australia, Japan, Korea and Hong Kong (see table 3, annex 2 for details). They were about the same as in Canada. What was so striking about the figures was that the EU’s working hours, far from being “typical” of global markets, are “atypical”. The data also showed that of 33 countries surveyed, the UK was ranked just 13th in the percentage of men working more than 40 hours a week (big league countries having more long-hours workers included the Czech republic, Korea, Switzerland, Mexico, Hungary, US, Canada, Japan and Ireland). (Incidentally, the ILO data also showed that the UK was 6th in the percentage of women working less than 10 hours a week - with only Switzerland, the Netherlands and Australia of “big league countries” ahead of the UK.)

· Concerning working hours in 34 capital cities of the key economies, London was 26th on the list. Santiago was top with the longest hours and Paris was bottom with the shortest hours20.

· Concerning normal working hours for blue-collar workers in manufacturing industry (for 1999) the Swedish Employers’ Federation (SAF) showed that the UK was 11th after Japan, the US, Switzerland, Greece (EU), Ireland (EU), Portugal (EU), Luxembourg (EU), Sweden (EU), France (EU) and Spain (EU). The remaining countries were (in order) Norway, Finland, Italy, Austria, Germany (East), Netherlands, Belgium, Denmark and Germany (West)21. 

· According to German Employers Federation data the nominal working hours in manufacturing for EU countries were, in descending order: Portugal, Greece, Ireland, Sweden, Luxembourg, Spain, UK, France, Italy, Belgium, Austria, Finland, Netherlands, Denmark and Germany (West)22.

· According to the IRS of nine EU countries (excluding Portugal, Spain, Greece, Luxembourg, Belgium and Finland) the UK’s average hours per week were much in line with the others23. (See table 4 of annex 2 for details.)

· According to the European Industrial Relations Review (EIRR, May 1997)24 the UK was 12th out of the EU’s 15 countries for average hours for full-time employees in 1993. (Up-to-date comparable data are difficult to obtain.) (See table 5 of annex 2 for details.) It is evidence like this that may justify Green’s comment that in an international context the UK’s average working week stands “marginally below the EU average”25.

· The Economist reported on 26 countries where employees worked more than 40 hours a week26. The UK was 12th after Czech Republic, Turkey, South Korea, Iceland, Switzerland, Mexico, Hungary, US, Canada, Japan and Ireland. The remaining 14 countries were (in order) Australia, Portugal, Greece, Italy, Spain, Denmark, France, Germany, Norway, Sweden, Austria, Belgium, Finland and Netherlands.

· The OECD’s “Employment Outlook”27 included data on average annual hours (full-time and part-time) actually worked per person in total employment for18 countries. The UK was 12th with average hours behind Korea, the Czech Republic, the US, Mexico, Iceland, Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Spain (EU), Canada and Finland (EU). For dependent employment the UK came 9th out of 14 countries behind the Czech Republic, Mexico, the US, Japan, Iceland, Hungary, Canada and Spain (EU). (See table 6 annex 2 for details.)  

If comparisons with the EU alone are considered then the UK tends to move up the ranks – but we would emphasise that the UK has to compete in the world and not just the EU. EU comparisons are, however and of course, always used by protagonists “to make the case that Britain is indeed full of “workaholics” and one big “sweatshop”! But such cases made are, by their very nature, very partial. And, as can be seen from the evidence quoted above, according to several sources the UK is not top of the EU “actual working hours” league. According to the latest OECD data28 average working hours are longer in Spain and Finland – and given the earlier data quoted by the EIRR29  and the ILO one can add Greece and Portugal.

But one series often quoted is the one published by the ONS30 that purports to show that the British full-time worker works significantly longer “usual” hours than the rest of the EU. The ONS data (using Labour Force Survey and Eurostat data31) show that the average hours “usually” (as opposed to “actually”) worked per week by full-time employees are 45.7 hours for British men and 40.7 hours for British women. (See table 7 of annex 2 for details.) Given that the data in section 2.2 (above) show that average “actual” weekly hours for full-time workers (1999) were 40.4 for men and 34.8 for women, one can only conclude that their must be an enormous gap (5.3 hours for men and 5.9 hours for women) between what people “usually” work and what they “actually” work and only part of the difference can be accounted for by sick leave. (And these data are “main job” data – they don’t include 2nd jobs.) 

To conclude this section on hours, it is clear that there are many ways of collating and presenting the data – all with validity. On one series the UK does appear to work the longest hours in the EU, but this is just one series amongst many. 

2.7 The Working Time Directive 

In the next chapter we shall discuss the health implications of working long hours - though, as we have already pointed out, according to the IPD32 many people who work long hours do so because they find their jobs fulfilling. But, suffice to say here, the thinking behind the Working Time Directive is that long hours can damage health (even at 48 hours which is not excessive by any standards) and therefore should be restricted.

The Working Time Regulations33 came into force in October 1998 and implemented the EU Working Time Directive. Their main consequences for employers were restrictions on the hours which employees may work and, for the first time, a legal entitlement to paid holiday. The main provisions are:

· A maximum weekly working time of 48 hours (including overtime) over a 7-day period averaged over 4 months;

· A rest break after 6 hours’ continuous work;

· A minimum daily rest period of 11 consecutive hours in each 24-hour period;

· A minimum weekly rest period of 24 consecutive hours, plus the 11 referred to above;

· An average night shift length of 8 hours in any 24-hour period (with a maximum shift length of 8 hours for hazardous work);

· A minimum of 3 weeks’ paid annual leave which rose to 4 weeks in 1999 which cannot be cashed in.

In annex 1 to this paper we outline some more aspects of the regulations and it is our intention to release a paper later in the year on the damaging impact of these, and other, regulations and the particular difficulties faced by certain sectors (eg the hotel and catering sectors). Suffice to say here, that the IoD has already written widely on the issue of the Working Time Directive34. And the regulations, like all regulations, fall most heavily on small firms - other things being equal. (See the footnote to annex 1 for information on “small firms”.) 

2.8 Conclusions

In this chapter we have examined the evidence behind the oft-repeated phrase “workaholic Britain”. Our conclusions are broadly as follows:

· Average weekly working hours for full-time workers dropped to around 36 hours (excluding unpaid overtime) in the early 1980s and have hovered around this level ever since. Including unpaid overtime adds about 2 –3 hours to the average working week. (See 2.2);

· Men in full-time jobs work longer hours than women. In 1999 they worked an average 40.4 hours including paid and unpaid overtime – excluding any 2nd jobs - whilst women worked 34.8 hours. (See 2.2); 

· During the 1980s, however, the dispersion of hours worked increased – with an increase in the proportion of people working 20 hours (or less) and an increase in the proportion working 48 hours (or more) during the decade. The proportions working 20 hours (or less) and 48 hours (or more) changed little during the 1990s – despite impressions to the contrary35. Not only has there been an increased dispersion in workload – but there has also been an increased concentration of work in certain types of households. (See 2.3);

· Professionals, managers and administrators and craft workers are the most likely occupational groups to work long hours. But long hours are not necessarily associated with misery and despair. On the contrary, according to the IPD36, many “long hours” workers (48 or more hours) willingly worked the long hours and felt very committed to the job. And long hours (and intensive effort) can bring both financial37 and non-financial rewards. (See 2.4);

· According to surveys38, 39, even though average hours may not have increased since the early 1980s (for full-time workers), work intensity probably has done. Moreover, changing technologies and frequent organisational restructuring bring their own pressures. (See 2.5);

· Average working hours in Britain are very much “in the middle” for developed economies (and lower than in the US40). And, even on EU comparisons, British employees appear to work fewer actual hours than in Spain, Finland, Portugal and Greece. The evidence that we have “the longest working hours in the EU” relates to just one series – that of “usual” as opposed to “actual” hours of full-time workers. It can only be emphasised that there are many ways of measuring hours worked – all with validity – and any international comparisons are fraught with problems. 

And is Britain a nation of “workaholics”? And do we have a devastatingly destructive “long hours culture”? No, of course not. And many of the people who are, seem to be quite happy about it. Do we need more regulation to save people from themselves? No, of course not. 
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3
Employee attitudes and work-related stress

3.1 Introduction

In this chapter we look at some employee attitude surveys and health and stress issues in the workplace. We will, firstly, be addressing the issues of employee attitudes to work - is it really all so grim? (See sections 3.2, 3.3, 3.4 and 3.5.) Then we look at some aspects of health in the workplace (see section 3.6, 3.7 and 3.8). Then we turn specifically to stress (sections 3.9) and “work-related stress” (3.10). Is there really a “stress epidemic” in the workplace? Finally, we touch on the compensation culture (3.11). 

3.2.1 Employee attitudes: introduction

Surveying employee attitudes to work is, to judge by the extensiveness of the literature, a thriving industry. This section does not attempt to be comprehensive but be, we trust, a reasonably fair summary of some of the more important ones. 

3.2.2 IPD surveys

The surveys by the Institute of Personnel and Development (IPD) – now the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) - are a good starting place. In chapter 2 we looked at their 1999 survey1 entitled “Living to Work?” and outlined the most important conclusions in section 2.4. 

Another very instructive survey was done by Guest and Conway in 1997 entitled “Employee Motivation and the Psychological Contract”2, 3. (We have listed some of the main results in annex 3A.) The main results were as follows:

· Most people left their last job as a result of their own choice (69%) and there was little expectation of redundancy. There was a high – and rising - level of perceived job security with at least 86% of workers feeling fairly or very secure. (We return to the issue of security in chapter 5).

· The state of the “psychological contract” in terms of fairness, trust and “delivery of the deal” by the employer was very satisfactory;

· People were on the whole satisfied with their jobs; only 6% said that they were “not at all satisfied”.

· Pressures at work were, on the whole, tolerable and spurred people to work hard.

· There was little harassment at work (only 2% reported bullying or harassment).

· The commitment to the organisation was high.

Another Guest and Conway survey was published under the IPD label in 1999 entitled “How dissatisfied are British workers: a survey of surveys4,5” (Please note the use of the word “dissatisfied” rather than “satisfied” – which almost begged a question!) The authors looked at a large range of large-scale surveys of employees’ attitudes including the General Household Survey (GHS), the British Social Attitudes survey (1997), the 1998 Workplace Employee Relations Survey (WERS), Employment in Britain survey, the IPD’s own surveys and the Eurobarometer Survey (EURB) 1996. The chief findings were:

· In summary, there was a remarkable degree of agreement which pointed to high levels of job satisfaction, commitment and perceived job security.

· British workers were largely satisfied in their jobs, although there remained a sizeable minority of workers who feel dissatisfied and insecure. All the surveys showed that the majority of workers were satisfied with their jobs – typically between 60% and 80%, with approximately 20% dissatisfied.

· Among those that displayed a greater tendency towards dissatisfaction were men, craft and assembly workers, those in jobs for a long time and trade union members;

· Concerning job security the surveys showed that British workers felt fairly secure. In IPD surveys in 1997 and 1998, eg, at least 86% of workers felt fairly or very secure. The authors concluded that there was no systematic evidence of a general decline in job security, although this may have been the case with professional and managerial workers.

· The report warned against overstressing the effects of downsizing, the long-hours culture and other aspects of workplace change. “One lesson from this report is that we need to get away from the negative or defensive picture of the labour market in which employees are seen as victims… The consistently positive results have important policy implications in challenging those who report or draw attention to low levels of satisfaction, commitment and job security.”

· Evidence from EURB showed that the UK, on key measures, was about average in European terms, ahead of France, Germany, Italy.  For example, the UK ranked 8th out of 15 in terms of being “very satisfied” (38%). The highest were the Irish (57%) and the lowest Greece (11%). (We return to international comparisons below.)   

3.2.3 Other survey information

As we have already suggested, there are many other sources of survey information on employee attitudes. These are just a few:

· According to the Industrial Society6, one third of employees said that work is the most important thing in their life. And women, despite having to bear more of the household burdens, feel more valued at work than men. 

· According to the Workplace Employee Relations Survey (WERS – was the Workplace Industrial Relations Survey (WIRS))7 on job satisfaction, of every 10 employees, roughly 5 were found to be satisfied or very satisfied with their job, 2 were dissatisfied and 3 were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied. The evidence showed a very strong association between job influence and job satisfaction (which is consistent with a long pedigree of research findings from social psychologists – and “common sense”!).

· According to the British Social Attitudes survey8 the overwhelming majority of workers were satisfied with their jobs, believed they were well managed and said they worked hard. Nearly half said the main reason they work is to earn money for essentials. (Surprise!) Only 2% said they went to work for the company of others, 4.5% to further a career and 10% because they enjoyed it. 79% said they were very or fairly satisfied in their jobs, having been with their employer an average of 60 months (hardly a promiscuous workforce! We return to these issues in chapter 5).   

· A survey by Abbey National plc9 claimed that, despite working long hours, 82% of British workers were happy in their work. Young high flyers were most willing to put in extra hours without payment because they expected their commitment to be recognised and rewarded in the longer term. The hardest hit were couples raising a family, where both partners work full-time and whose home life was being sacrificed. Londoners were the least happy. Around 64% of employees stayed late at the office at least once a week, and 23% put in extra hours every day. Almost 40% of that overtime was unpaid.  

· Andrew Oswald (Warwick University) used data from British Household Panel Studies from 1991 to 1998 and concluded that satisfaction fell slightly over the period, with the sharpest decline recorded among those employed in the public sector10. On a scale of 1 to 7 (where 1 equates to “I am not satisfied at all” to 7 to “I am completely satisfied with my job”) the most frequently occurring response was 6 (which is very satisfactory). The happiest in their work were women, white people and staff at smaller workplaces. Those faring badly (as well as men, black people and employees in large organisations) included employees in unionised workplaces. This analysis suggests that job satisfaction did not significantly decline during the 1990s, if at all, except in the public sector (which is a special case). (Oswald is also on the record as saying that, even though they are under greater pressure than they were 10 years ago, most British employees are satisfied at work.)

3.3 Sectoral and occupational surveys: introduction

Following on from Andrew Oswald’s analysis it is, therefore, clear that there are rising problems of job satisfaction in the public sector. Anecdotally, and stemming from the author’s experience as a member of the Nurses Pay Review Body, a large number of the complaints and rising dissatisfaction arose from the increased paperwork and governmental interference and control. This is not just the case in the health service but in other parts of the public sector including the educational sector. It is of note, too, that when the IPD11 was studying “long hours” workers it concluded that health service workers felt pressured to work long hours because they felt staffing levels were inadequate and had less control over their hours than in the private sector (see section 2.4 above).  

The other sector (or more accurately occupation) that seems to be experiencing more than average work difficulties is that of managers. And we shall now discuss some of the relevant survey work.

3.4.1 The IM/UMIST “Quality of Working Life

survey”

One of the most frequently quoted surveys of managers is the IM/UMIST “Quality of Working Life”12 survey which is associated with Professor Cary Cooper (of UMIST). 

Cooper’s analysis of the current state of the workplace is notoriously bleak and we believe it is quite fair to say that he is very critical of many current workplace practices. Without wishing to misrepresent him, we see him as one of the leading lights in today’s work-life balance debate and our “model” of that agenda, which we outlined in chapter 1, applies to much of Cooper’s analysis. 

In chapter 1 we outlined our model of the work-life balance protagonist’s analysis of current workplace practices. Slightly adapting it, it was as follows:

· Working hours are too long – indeed the longest in the EU (see chapter 2 for discussion);

· The pressure of work and organisational change plus the excessive hours mean low levels of job satisfaction (see above) and ill and stressed employees (see below);

· Such pressures are leading to intolerable pressures on people – so much so that their family life suffers. It is clear that the current balance between work and life (ie non-work) will have to change; there needs to be more flexible working practices (see chapter 4);

· Moreover, employees feel insecure – not just in terms of employability but also in terms of the impact of organisational changes in the workplace on their role (see chapter 5). 

We believe that the evidence we have already provided effectively challenges most of these basic assertions. Of course, some people find difficulties in their jobs and find it difficult to reconcile the competing demands on their time (especially if they have family commitments), but this was forever the case. And we should not believe that today’s problems are unique. Of course, the nature of the problems facing people changes (in particular for women who choose to have children as well as a high flying career). But this does not mean that today’s problems are necessarily worse than previous generations’ problems – even though they are certainly different. And every generation has to learn to cope with the reality it faces.

Cooper concluded from the 1998 annual IM/UMIST “Quality of Working Life Survey”13,14 that: 

· The corporate restructurings of the 1990s have badly affected the quality of life in the UK with morale, security and health all potentially on the slide. Employers must reverse their effects – for the good of both business and society;

· Restructurings (organisational stress, “outsourcing and downsizing”, an emergent “flexible and short-term contract” culture) have increased job insecurity and increased stress. The psychological contract between employer and employee in terms of “reasonably permanent employment for work well done” is under threat, as more employees no longer regard their jobs as safe. (They feel dispensable.) It is no coincidence that UK plc is moving towards the American idea of the contingent company faster than elsewhere in the EU; 

· Job insecurity is creating a culture of “presenteeism” as individuals vie to demonstrate their “organisational commitment”. So an equally “nefarious” trend is the “long hours working” culture15.  According to the survey, 77% of managers worked more than their contracted hours. 73% said that working such hours adversely affects their relationships with their children, 59% their health and 55% said that it adversely affected their productivity. (We return to health and stress below);

· The long hours culture is damaging managers’ work-home balance. Directors (leaders) need to understand the importance of an employee’s personal and family life (and allow people to work at home, be “family friendly”), and who manage people by praise and reward, not just by virtue of their authority (!). Such directors need to make commitments to their employee – otherwise they can’t expect commitments from their employees. 

· Recognising the two-way link between the quality of life and quality of work is the challenge for the new millennium. 

3.4.2 
Occupational surveys of managers: further comments

We make the following response to Cooper’s analysis: 

· He is mainly dealing with one group of employees (managers). Generalising from these findings must be done with caution. 

· He emphasises the negative and not the positive. Even though managers work hard (no-one is challenging this), they are, on the whole, satisfied with their work (see the IPD and MT/Ceredian surveys below) and are well rewarded. And they always have the choice of opting out of the rat race. We are all aware of the hard choices we have to make in terms of our personal lives if we are to have a high-flying, well-paid job. Yes, many long hours workers would like more time for home life. But they are realists too – not sentimentalists. 

· It is clear from the IPD survey evidence on managers16 that they do work long hours (which inevitably restrict the time they have for home activities). But they are satisfied with their work and work long hours, on the whole, willingly. 

· According to a recent MT/Ceredian work-life survey17, 2/3rds of managers were happy in their jobs but many senior managers were, inevitably, making sacrifices in their personal lives to keep up with the rat race. The most quoted reason (out of 10 reasons) for making someone leaving his/her job was the “lack of challenge” (44%) followed by the “lack of recognition” (37%) and better money (36%). The bottom reason quoted was (presumably too “long”) “hours” (12%). The survey clearly highlighted a very ambitious and conscientious group of people. Public sector employees were significantly less satisfied than private sector employees (see above) and employees of large companies were less satisfied than employees of small companies.  

· As we shall show in chapter 5, the idea that the workplace has become very insecure and promiscuous over the past decade is not, on the whole, true. And Cooper’s suggestion that companies should reverse restructurings in order to improve “job security” is more likely, than not, to have the reverse effect (in other words, would be quite counter-productive). Companies restructure, on the whole, to maintain competitiveness. If they lose competitiveness, they lose markets and they lose jobs. And the shareholders are not satisfied either. Restructuring is usually done for sound business reasons. And it is not being realistic to suggest businesses can stand still – it is being sentimentalist.

· Many directors are only too aware of the needs of and their commitments to their employees – but there are major limitations as to the “flexible employment practices” they can practically introduce. 

· We are, nevertheless, very well aware of the increasing pressures on managers and directors. Anecdotal as well as survey evidence points to increasing dissatisfaction with red tape (not least of all dealing with the government’s work-life balance, “family friendly” regulations - ironically). In our experience, the problems of restructuring are less of an issue than red tape.  

In conclusion the evidence certainly suggests that managers do work long hours, and inevitably this means less time for their personal lives. But they are rewarded for their work, they are ambitious and can always opt out. And there are surveys with authority to show they are, on the whole, reasonably satisfied and happy with their work and the hours they work – albeit long. But they are getting increasingly fed up with red tape. 

3.5 Employee attitudes: the international perspective 

From the evidence we have discussed above Britain’s employees seem, on the whole, to be reasonably satisfied and committed. In this section we look at some of survey work on international comparisons that, however, should always be treated with great caution. National characteristics can distort the picture significantly and in many cases some countries can appear to turn in “better” results because expectations are relatively low (and this could be the reason for women’s reporting more satisfaction than men).

In recent years some of the most widely publicised surveys include:

· The EURB (the Eurobarometer survey – already quoted18) showed that the UK, on key measures, was about average in European terms, ahead of France, Germany, Italy.  For example, the UK ranked 8th out of 15 in terms of being “very satisfied” (38%). The highest were the Irish (57%) and the lowest Greece (11%).    

· Oswald and Blanchflower19  produced a paper in 1999, covering 18 industrialised countries, showing that Irish workers were most satisfied followed by the Danes, Dutch, Belgians, Austrians and Swedes. The most dissatisfied were from southern European countries such as Greece, Portugal, Italy, Spain although the French were more dissatisfied than any except the Greeks. British and German workers were in the middle. But the main finding was that most workers were satisfied with their working lives, with less than 1 in10 expressing any discontent. Only 3% of workers in industrialised countries said they were “very dissatisfied” with their job or workplace. Employment satisfaction patterns by age show high satisfaction in the 20s, falling to low point in the mid 30s and then rising into the 60s. Having a trade union in the workplace made satisfaction lower. Women were more satisfied on average than men. 

· Research by Oswald and Blanchflower produced in 200020,21, using data of face-to-face interviews from 25 countries showed Britain in a less favourable light (see table 1 in annex 3B). Only 36% of British workers said that they were “completely” or “very” satisfied with their work - though this is a very high hurdle and if workers are asked about being “satisfied” then typically 60-80% of British workers say that they are satisfied (see 3.2 above). Britain came 17th in the table – but ahead of France, Italy and Japan. Two of British workers’ main concerns were (perceived) job insecurity and commuting. 

· The findings of the Institute of Survey Research (ISR) paint a much bleaker picture of British workers. So much so that Cooper has prepared a “league table of misery”22,23, using their findings for managers in 24 countries. Managers in Israel were found to be the “healthiest” with Britain ranked last behind Hong Kong and Bulgaria. The most “satisfied” were Canadians and again Britain brought up the rear.  He is quoted as saying “British professionals are the most depressed and unhealthy group of managers in the world. Identified by their heavy drinking, poor diet, mental and physical flabbiness and – perhaps worst of all – sense of humour failure. There are a greater proportion of unhappy people in these islands than there are in countries such as Romania, Bulgaria, Taiwan and China!”. We do wonder whether Cooper, as an American, really understands the not so noble British art of moaning. After all it got us through the war!24 In another source25 Cooper says UK managers have the lowest levels of job satisfaction, in terms of job security, in the EU.
· Other information from the ISR26 suggests that only the Italians and Hungarians were less satisfied in their work than the British.  The most satisfied workers were the Swiss, followed by the Dutch, Austrians, Norwegians and Germans. British workers expressed dissatisfaction at the way their work was organised, how satisfying and secure it is and the level of efficiency in the workplace.

International comparisons of attitude studies are riddled with cultural difficulties and different expectations and it is hard to come to any firm conclusions. On some surveys Britain comes “around the middle” yet on others we seem to be at the bottom. There are, doubtless, problems in the workplace but, for what it’s worth, our assessment is that British workers are “averagely satisfied” and have ambitious expectations. And, as Richard Reeves has said, we do like to moan about work27. 

3.6 Work and health: introduction

It is widely accepted that very long hours and feeling unsupported and pressured at work can damage people’s health. This is especially the case if employees have many other stresses in their lives or they lack social support. (And when discussing health and work it is vital to consider the non-work aspects of people’s lives that may be affecting how they react to the demands made on them by work.) We do not challenge this. But we do feel that, as with so many issues in the work-life balance debate, we tend to hear a great deal about the health hazards of the workplace and employers, and much less about the benefits that money can bring (even money is barely mentioned!). 

There is welter of evidence to show that people with jobs are healthier and wealthier than those without in terms of status, self-esteem (indeed some commentators would argue that work should be provided for the unemployed in order to improve self-esteem – ie work is a sort of therapy), money, social bonding, keeping the right side of the law and physical and mental fitness. (Though in the case of health there could be an issue of cause and effect. If you’re healthy you can work and if you can work you’re more likely to be healthy.)

Research28 suggests that good jobs provide at least five benefits to workers:

· Work structures time. It imposes a rhythm and a timetable and people crave regularity, predictability and structure;

· Work confers an identity. You are what you do and if you stop doing it, you become someone different;

· Work is an important source of social contact. Psychologists have always emphasised the role of social support in mental health and work provides many opportunities for highly valued social contact. Witness the complaints of teleworkers who miss gossip and office chit-chat;

· Work should give people a sense of mastery, creativity and control. Not all work does this, but ideally it should challenge workers to give of their best;

· Work is a source of activity. It keeps you absorbed, interested and, occasionally, amused. Too much work (pressure) can induce stress (when people feel that they cannot cope with the pressures on them), but too little induces boredom. 

3.7 Costs of sickness to employers (including “stress”) 

But more often than not when people are discussing health and employees it is sickness and ill-health rather health that is the focus of attention and the dangers (real and imagined) to mind and body of the disciplines of the workplace. 

And sickness costs business dear. According to new-style quarterly statistics from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) nearly 1.9 million working days a week were lost to sickness and injury in summer 200029. This figure represented 1.8% of scheduled working days.  Moreover, claimants incapacitated by sickness and invalidity (invalidity benefit was replaced by incapacity benefit in 1995) has increased substantially since the late 1970s30 – especially for the mental disorders of “stress and depression” (which are very common reasons, if not the most common reasons, quoted on sick notes for absence). 

The CBI began a survey of costs to business of ill-health in 1987. From the results of the 1997 survey, it estimated that 187 million working days were lost by industry each year because of sickness – leading perhaps to a £12 billion cost to business. Other estimates of cost have ranged between £6 billion and £12 billion a year31.  Business is, of course, concerned about sickness in the workplace. And a survey we conducted of IoD members (in 1998) showed that many members had proactive attitudes and policies towards issues such as minimising sickness absence, and of encouraging health-promoting practices32.  

“Stress”, as we have already indicated, is an increasing “sickness” and the number of people saying that they are ill with “stress” is substantial. (And, even though heavy industry is declining, the number of cases of occupational health “illnesses” is apparently on the increase because of the rise of stress and depression.) According to the HSE33, 34, 35 about ½ million individuals believed that they were experiencing work-related stress at a level that was making them ill36, 37. (And see table 2 annex 3B.) This made it the second most commonly reported work-related condition after musculoskeletal disorders. According to Cooper38 the annual cost of stress-related sickness to British business is now more than £4bn (because, of course, of the usual suspects including the UK’s “long hours”, “bad work-life balance” and “job insecurity”).  

Not surprisingly the problem of work-related stress increases significantly as a cause of absence as the size of a company increases. According to the CBI39 “over 50% of employers with a workforce of over 1,000 considered stress to be a medium to high cause of absence”. 

Turning to international comparisons it must be emphasised that the UK has a very good safety record. Sickness related to workplace injuries is, therefore, very low by international standards. According to an HSE study for 1995/9640, the data show that the UK had the lowest rate of workplace fatal injury for EU/US and the third lowest rate of serious non-fatal injury. (See table 3 of annex 3B.) The UK also had one of the lowest estimates of fatal and non-fatal injury costs in terms of percentage of national output, at 0.4-0.6% of GDP. 

And it is not just the UK where “stress etc” figures large41. A survey of health problems in the EU revealed that the most commonly work-related health problems were back pain (reported by 33% of workers), stress (28%), muscular pains (neck and shoulder - 23%) and “burn-out” (23%). 

3.8 Working hours and health

There is extensive evidence on the connection between hours worked and health. For example:

· The IPD’s 1999 survey42 did not find a strong link between working long hours (48 hours or more) and self-reported health problems. Gender was a far more important predictor with women consistently reporting more health problems than men. 

· The IPD quoted an analysis of data from the ESRC British Household Panel Study by Professor Scase and colleagues that revealed that moving to long hours working could trigger negative health outcomes for women. Scase concluded that “they (women) still carry too much of the domestic burden alongside their full-time jobs – and, in their jobs, they experience greater pressures than men”43.  First impressions did not suggest a direct association between working longer hours and health for men – but men who shift to shorter hours have a greater likelihood of health problems than men who have always worked the same shorter hours. Scase is also on the record as saying that persistent long hours working may have a permanent negative effect on a person’s health.

· Day44 emphasised that one difficulty with self-reporting was that it was subjective, and was not always easy to establish cause and effect, because apart from anything else, people’s state of health depends on a wide variety of factors. Nevertheless there had been an increasing emphasis on such areas as stress and working hours, although again the evidence linking these to ill-health in the workplace was less certain than some may believe.

· Day quoted a quantitative and qualitative overview by Sparks et al45 of existing studies using the statistical technique of meta-analysis. This report concluded that there were positive, even though very small, positive correlations between increasing hours of work and symptoms of ill-health. But he added that the authors’ investigations between measures of ill-health and hours where essentially linear in character. And, he also added, “it is not unreasonable to suggest that there may be a non-linear relationship – with people coping well with, say, 50 hour weeks but not coping with 70 hour weeks”. 

· Day concluded that while any work-related illness linked to long hours was not a good thing, and definitely not for those with high levels of other risk factors, it is unlikely to be one of the major causes of public ill-health. Thus, it seemed that there was some evidence for effects of long hours of work contributing to ill-health, but there were likely to be other work-related factors that may well have larger influences. And he concurred with the IDS46 comment that for health effects “long hours are only part of the story”.

· Research by the Manchester School of Management47 presented at the British Psychological Society showed that working overtime was “good for your mental and physical health” as long as it does not amount to more than an hour a day and is done through choice and not under compulsion.  

In conclusion the assertion that “long hours damage health” has undeniably an element of truth in it. But it is clear that qualifications need to be made:

· Even up to 48 or 50 hours a week, there appears to be little direct correlation between ill-health and hours. But beyond these hours it is reasonable to expect problems to mount in a non-linear way – especially if the long hours are on a semi-permanent basis. (And the added problems of shift workers, especially if on rotating shifts, should be noted.)

· Women who work long hours seem to have more self-reported health problems than men partly because they carry a disproportionate burden of the household chores. They find it more difficult to balance their working lives and home lives (ie achieve a satisfactory “work-life balance”).

· People’s health and happiness at work depend on many other factors such as a sense of control and motivation at work and whether being, for example, bullied, happy with colleagues and happy with the nature of the work. And health at work also depends on many social and medical non-work factors.

3.9 Stress: introduction

We have already touched on the working place and stress (see 3.7 above). But before considering it further, we would like to make some more general remarks about stress.  

Firstly, we would like to point to the development of stress as a “disease” (which may be related to the apparent stress epidemic in the workplace). In our paper on healthcare48 we said that:

· “Insofar as we are less happy people than we were forty years ago, and more depressed, (as James49 believes) one cannot help but wondering how much arises from the influence these professions have over people and the tendency to “medicalise” the general ups and downs of life as “depression” and “stress”. (Stress counselling is a thriving business.) “Unhappiness” is, of course, now almost a disease. Much “depression” (and we are not referring to true clinical depression) is probably caused by self-obsessed introspection and not enough involvement with, for example, community or religion.” (And we would add that the medicalisation of stress and depression devalues people who have genuine mental health problems.)

“Pathologisation”50 is another term for the growing tendency to define a range of human behaviours as diseases or pathologies. Indeed it would seem that everyone now has some “disease or illness”. With stress, in particular, being increasingly treated as a “disease” there is then the “need” to deal with it with quasi-medical treatment (therapy and/or counselling). 

But we feel that the notion that stress is a disease should be challenged. One useful definition of stress is from the HSE51, 52 who state:

· “Stress is people’s natural reaction to excessive pressure. It is not a disease. But if stress is excessive and goes on for some time, it can lead to mental breakdown and physical ill health. Examples include depression (clinical), nervous breakdowns and heart disease”. Some would argue that it can also damage the immune system and raise blood pressure – but there are sceptics about the extent of the links between stress and ill health.53
Stress, therefore, is not a “disease” and the medicalisation and/or pathologisation of stress is serving us badly. Moreover, to classify work-related stress as a “disease” and treat with counselling (or whatever) is unhelpful and weakens the role of management. It has major and insidious implications for the management of stress in the workplace. (See below for more.)  

It should be noted that there is a tendency for the words “stress” and “pressure” to be used synonymously – and a tendency for the terms “negative stress” and “positive stress” and “negative pressure” and “positive pressure” to be used synonymously54. But we suggest that they are kept quite distinct with stress being very specifically defined as “the reaction to excessive pressure”. All too often people talk about pressure in the workplace, equate it with stress and paint the most negative of pictures. All too often surveys talk about stress when they’re really talking about pressure.  

Note too that the HSE55 has made a clear case for regarding “pressure” in jobs as quite normal. The HSE has written:  

· “There is no such thing as a “pressure-free” job. Every job brings its own set of tasks, responsibilities and day-to-day problems, and the pressures and demands these place on us are an unavoidable part of working life. We are, after all, paid to work and to work hard, and accept the reasonable pressures that go with that.” 

There have been several attempts to rank “stressful” events in people’s lives. In tables 4 and 5 of annex 3B we quote some information from two such attempts 56.   

3.10.1 Work-related stress: introduction  

Books have been written on stress in the workplace. But we will confine ourselves to three basic issues:

· The incidence of work-related stress. Is there really an epidemic of stress in the workplace?

· What causes work-related stress?

· The management of work-related stress.

3.10.2 Work-related stress: incidence

If the data on the costs to business of “stress” are to be believed then, indeed, there does seem to be something of an epidemic of workplace stress (see 3.7 above). Further evidence for a high incidence of stress includes:

· The HSE57 concluded from results from a consultation that work-related stress was a serious problem, that it is a Health and Safety problem and can be tackled in part through Health and Safety legislation. The HSE is also undertaking further research on work-related stress. And we believe that the HSE will be (worryingly) tempted to take a much more interventionist approach (see Furedi’s comments below). 

· According to a comparative study by the ILO58 “one in 10 western workers is laid low by stress” (IRS, December 2000).

· According to Professor John McLeod (of Abertay University, Dundee), Britain must calm down or break down59.

· The TUC has jumped on the stress bandwagon claiming stress is now its top concern60, 61.

But there are also sceptics who question whether there has been such a genuine epidemic at all and what has happened has been a matter of change of definition and perception promoted by the “stress industry” (ie people with vested interests including therapists, counsellors and TU officials) rather than anything more fundamental. (But we acknowledged in chapter 2 that there had probably been an increase in job intensification during the 1990s.) More sceptical analysts include:

· Angela Patmore62 claims that much of the stress research is flawed, bogus and misleading.

· Ashton63 argues that much of the “scientific evidence supporting the claim that stress is the workplace health hazard of the 1990s” is spurious and draws attention away from the deeper determinants of illness in the workforce. He says that there is currently no scientifically reliable test for stress and under-work is just as big a cause of stress symptoms as over-work.

· Briner64 has suggested that in some cases the current emphasis on stress can create problems that aren’t there in the first place or distract management from the real issues within their workforce. He has said “But what is happening now is that the ordinary ups and downs of emotions that we all experience are starting to get labelled stress. And companies now “pathologise” things like absence levels; 

· Briner65 has also written “thanks to the fashion for “stress” there is a danger we could turn into a nation of emotional hypochondriacs. If we are to avoid this fate, we must be far more rigorous in our use of scientific definitions, looking beyond the vacuous rhetoric and addressing real and specific, rather than imagined and ill-defined, workplace problems. (We would add that the rise of a nation of “emotional hypochondriacs” could be seen as the collapse of mental resilience and the turning of everyone into “wimps”.) 

· A Times leader66 included the comment that “as, Frank Furedi’s refreshingly sceptical analysis of this 1990s epidemic puts it, ‘work has been recast as a threatening experience’. What is new is not job insecurity but “the medicalisation of these responses”. TU’s have moved with the times with counselling services and workshops coping with “trauma”. And many employers offer stress counselling too. (In other words, we would add, employers have fallen into the arms of the “stress industry”.)   

· In the analysis67 the Times was referring to, Furedi was highly sceptical of the high-profile media claims regarding an epidemic of workplace stress, bullying and other newly-discovered workplace illnesses. He concluded that “the diseasing of the workplace” is fuelled by important cultural influences. Important vested interests – therapists, counsellors, lawyers, management consultants, union officials – have invested considerable resources in the construction of a climate where people are often disposed to interpret their problems through the metaphor of psychological illness. Not surprisingly, growing numbers of people now make sense of their problem through the discourse of workplace stress. There are considerable emotional, moral, and financial incentives to regard themselves as ill due to occupational stress. It is almost inevitable that the HSE will take a more interventionist approach. And there’ll be another increase in the compensation culture (see below). The workforce will define itself as ever more stressed and traumatised.    

In conclusion there has certainly been an increase in problems defined as stress. But we sympathise with the sceptics that much of this rise in “stress” has been driven by the “stress industry”68 including, as Furedi has identified (see above), therapists, counsellors, lawyers, management consultants and union officials. The data may hint at a “stress epidemic” - but we are persuaded that this does not reflect the reality of the workplace.

3.10.3 Work-related stress: causes

But there is stress in the workplace. We all accept this and no doubt experienced it. The main reasons, as we have already touched on, are69:

· Boring, monotonous or repetitive work (for example working on a conveyor belt).  Too often when people wax lyrical about today’s workplace stress they forget about just how stressful – and dangerous – some work used to be.

· Too little work – resulting in boredom70.

· Too much work71 (whether too many hours or too many pressures) – with the employee feeling he/she can’t cope and/or is not “in control”.

· Having people in the job who are not adequately skilled, trained or equipped for the job – with the employee again feeling he/she can’t cope and/or is not “in control”.

· Too much change – whether managerial or technological which can lead to job insecurities (apart from the possibility of redundancy).

· Other factors include confusion about how people fit into the organisation, bad working relationships, harassment and bullying, a negative (blame) culture, muddled objectives, objectives which seem to make no sense or which are changed for no apparent reason, poor communications, lack of appropriate autonomy or support (depending on the circumstances), seemingly arbitrary decision making and unnecessary work. 

These factors really distil into two points:

· Much of the stress in the workplace (which can be attributed to workplace factors and not to non-work factors; people can have a great deal of stress in their private lives) is essentially to do with the management of the workforce72. Work-related stress should, therefore, be a management issue and not a “medicalised” or “pathologised” issue (though the problem is, as we have already implied, that with so much emphasis on stress as a “disease” this can become self-fulfilling – even in the workplace);

· Much stress occurs when employees have the responsibility for a job but feel, for one reason or another, they have not got adequate control.  

3.10.4 Work-related stress: management

Following on from what we have just said then it is clear that stress in the workplace should be treated as a management issue and, insofar employers have brought counsellors and therapists into the workplace, they have weakened their own management control73. 

There are several approaches to stress management. Briner74, in a critical and constructive appraisal of the current approaches and effectiveness, identified the following:

· Stress management training – Briner concluded that this approach was ineffective and there was no reason in principle why it should work;

· Employee Assistance Programmes (EAPs)75, which provide counselling and advice services. But the major proportion of problems dealt with by EAPs is not work-related. For the most part they are not stress management interventions;

· Job redesign – sometimes may make matters better, sometimes worse, sometimes no change;

· Stress audits76 - sparse evidence available about whether they do what they claim and probably not very effective;

· Risk management – very little evidence currently available as to their effectiveness;

· Health/fitness interventions – not necessarily stress management;

· Management standards for managing stress – little evidence so far. 

Briner concluded that these programmes had only limited success so far. And any systematic approach to stress management needed (1) a dose of healthy scepticism, (2) an analysis for specific problems and issues (not just general ones), (3) evidence-based assessment, (4) specific and focused evidence-based solutions and (5) evaluation & feedback. All too often this was not the case. We would refer interested readers to the article for further details.

It is clear from Briner’s list that some “stress management” schemes are about the “health/disease” aspect of stress rather than the management aspect of stress, (eg EAPs, including counselling, and the health/fitness interventions). From what we have already said we believe that this is chasing the wrong hare. We particularly believe this to be the case because so much counselling (strictly “confessional” counselling) techniques are ineffective77. Indeed confessional counsellors can do more harm than good. They are a fraud. Confessional counselling is an excuse for indulgent personal reverie, undermining the truly caring network of family and friends. And it undermines resilience. This applies to “stress” in the workplace as to anywhere else. And it also applies to “post-trauma debriefing and counselling”78.

3.11 The “compensation culture”

We have already quoted Furedi79 as saying that the “diseasing of the workplace”, and the medicalising and pathologising of stress, will increase the “compensation culture”. We have little doubt that it will. Indeed it already has done as victims jump on the stress bandwagon in hopes of winning the jackpot (and some of the settlements for stress have been extraordinarily high.) We have already written about this and other developments that are stimulating the “compensation culture” (the “blame ‘n’ claim” rather than the “name ‘n’ shame” culture) in the workplace80. Analysts such as Furedi81 argue that the compensation culture is weakening people and weakening society. We agree. He is so absolutely right. Many of us are all being turned into “victims” who believe in litigation as a salvation82, 83.  

But, suffice to say at this point, we will be returning to the issue in another IoD paper to be released later this year.

3.12
 Conclusions

This chapter has covered a wide range of issues. And the basic conclusions are:

· British workers are, on the whole, satisfied with work (see 3.2).

· Some managers, however, do work long hours. And inevitably this means less time for their personal lives. But they are rewarded for their work-effort, they are ambitious and can always opt out. And they seem, on the whole, reasonably satisfied and happy with their work and the hours they work. But they are getting increasingly fed up with red tape (see 3.4).

· International comparisons of employee attitude studies are riddled with cultural difficulties and different expectations and it is hard to come to any firm conclusions. On some surveys Britain comes “around the middle” yet on others we seem to be at the bottom. We do like to moan about work – a national characteristic (see 3.5). 

· All too often it seems as though the workplace is treated as a scapegoat for individuals’ and society’s illnesses and stresses but employment can bring many health (as well as financial) benefits (see 3.6).     

· Sickness is, however, a major cost to business with cases of stress and depression rising rapidly. But the UK has one of the best safety records in the world (see 3.7).

· Even up to 48 or 50 hours a week, there appears to be little direct correlation between ill-health and hours. But beyond these hours it is reasonable to expect problems to mount in a non-linear way – especially if the long hours are on a semi-permanent basis. People’s health and happiness at work depend on many other factors such as a sense of control and motivation at work and whether being, for example, bullied, happy with colleagues and happy with the nature of the work. And health at work also depends on many social and medical non-work factors. (See 3.8.)

· Work-related stress should be treated as a management problem but increasingly it is being medicalised and pathologised – a development that is being driven by the 

“stress industry”. And this is probably the main reason for the increase in the incidence of work–related stress – the so-called “stress epidemic”. (See 3.10.)

· These developments are one reason for the rise in the “compensation culture” as “victims” jump on the stress bandwagon (see 3.11).
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