Presentation to the Vienna Conference Workshop, September 2001

Work Without Limits

PROSA is the Danish trade union for IT people. Thus we have been amongst the first in Denmark to experience working hours without limits.

The reason that we became interested in the problems of unlimited work hours, the 24-hour society, or whatever one prefers to call it, is that we discovered that people disappeared from the IT profession after just a few years, as a result of being 'burnt out'.

Consequently the graph showing our union's membership by age has shown a fall after the 35-year point. Therefore we began to look at what had happened to the missing members, and the reasons for their disappearance. We will return to the statistics a little later, but first we will try to define the phenomenon known as 'burnout', and then to describe some elements of ‘work without limits’. This will hopefully give us a better mutual understanding of the problem formulation that we are considering.

Burnout

There is no hard definition of burnout, but the final stage is a form of apathy, where it is difficult or impossible for the affected person to perform his or her job. Work loses its meaning, and the worker’s associates are regarded with cynicism.

Burnout’s progression starts with an involvement in one’s job, and a perception that the work is meaningful. Subsequently one discovers that the demands that oneself, management, and customers/users make regarding one’s work are impossible to fulfill. If the expectations of oneself or others are not matched with what is feasible, one runs the risk of becoming extremely frustrated, especially if one’s negotiating possibilities are limited. This can lead to various psychosomatic and psychological reactions such as depression, pessimism, isolation, irascibility, and unreasonable outbursts of anger. Afterwards, one can go into a state of resignation and depression, with a feeling of pointlessness. One’s sense of involvement evaporates, and one becomes more introverted, becoming isolated both at work and at leisure. A state of apathy is not far away.

This is, of course, a schematic description. Normally, one switches between the various states; positive events can improve one’s condition, whilst increased work pressures, or broken hopes regarding possibilities of improvements can send one deeper into a state of apathy.

If conditions improve one can return to the state of feeling involved, but the deeper one sinks towards the state of apathy, so the longer and more difficult is the return path.  

Why does one become burnt-out

The background for burnout are work pressures which result in one not being able to do one’s job satisfactorily. Time pressures make it impossible to live up to expectations which oneself and others have regarding both the quantity and quality of one’s work.

Previously people spoke of burnout only in relation to patient care, such as hospital work and social advice work, which involved being constantly confronted with people with a variety of problems; and with time pressures.

Nowadays it is recognised that other professions also encompass this type of relationship to other people, and that, as burnout’s symptoms include high job involvement, other professions are also in danger of developing burnout.

We can see that our members contact us with symptoms of burnout, and besides the fact that many members’ work includes a good deal of contact with customers or users, their work often demands creativity and constant problem solving. Most IT workers have been exposed to contradicting requirements as a part of their work.

All these conditions – user contact, work involvement, creativity, and problem solving, are conditions that make IT people happy with their work. We know that as a fact, both from our daily contacts, and from our research. But, as we have said, these conditions are also the background for burnout, when additional work pressures make reasonable task performance impossible to achieve.   

One can also be subject to stress without there being talk of burnout; this is just as dangerous to one’s health. So whether IT work can be characterised as work that has a higher risk of burnout  is perhaps unimportant. For us it is enough to ascertain that a number of our members develop physical and  psychical problems from their work, from which they will hopefully recover; some of them, however, run the risk of lifelong problems.  

Elements of work without limits.

Before we describe the elements of work without limits we will relate, as an example, the tale of the fate of an individual, that has been a starting point for public interest in the problem. The story is not from one of PROSA’s members, but has been taken from a radio broadcast where two individuals, M and P, who worked with the construction of Internet Web pages, were interviewed. The involved firm described themselves in their job announcements as follows:

”We do not check when people come and go – time is not so important. What is important to us is agreement regarding the job assignments that must be completed. We need ‘whole’ people, whose work and private lives grow in sympathy”.  

Characteristically, the job or task assignments would  take priority, for even if one was asked how long a task would take, there was an implicit requirement that it should be completed quickly, without too many hours work, as there were limits to what a customer would be prepared to pay. P gave the following description: 

”They always asked: ” Can it really be true, that it will take so long?” and subsequently “Why is it taking so long?”, so that I always had to explain and defend every small part of the task, to see if  they could trim it to the bone. And so I was almost forced to do it on the spot. Thus I could easily end with a task that I did not have enough time for.”

The result was that there was never enough time to complete a task, and the employees always had to work overtime. As the customers were not informed about the actual time that it would take to  complete the work that they expected, one had to take short cuts and produce poor results. Stress and the poor working conditions caused ‘M’ to lose confidence in his professional expertise. It really began to go downhill when he injured his foot in an accident, and instead of reporting sick and trying to recover properly, he continued working and to try to meet his deadlines. The situation caused him to wonder about his colleagues, who appeared not to have the same problems with managing the pressures. ‘M’ said:   

”They all looked as though they had no problems in handling the enormous work pressures. And if I had problems, so it was obviously myself that there was something wrong with. Even though I got on well with the others, was sociable and knew what was what, I felt deep down that I was a loner amongst the others at work”.

From the outside, there did not seem to be anything wrong with ’M’. ‘P’ who is his closest colleague thought that ‘M’ enjoyed his work. When ‘M’ came back to work, he tried to put his frustration and problems behind him, for he thought that one should be positive and work one’s way out of crises; if one could manage more than the others, one was clearly good enough professionally. But work was too much for him, and he collapsed. After a trip to the hospital’s Emergency ward ‘M’ could see that things were becoming impossible, and that something had to be done with the situation.

‘M’ said  ”This time I went back to work, knowing full well that I had to set some limits for myself, and it had to be now.” 

At five o’clock ’M’ decided to go home, but that was not well received by his colleagues, as they needed the part of the software that ‘M’ should have produced. When ‘M’ continued to go home at 5 o’clock, he was given the nickname ‘5 o’clock man’.

‘M’ said further ”they also said  pointedly ” Oh, so you are the one that goes home at 5 o’clock”. And it was not much fun to be suddenly frozen out, and to be outside the close bonding, that was suddenly created.”

Management had also begun to notice that ’M’ left early, and he was called in to an interview; he was informed that he had to buckle up, as he was not managing to generate invoices for the 80% of his time, that was necessary to give the firm a profit for having him. As ‘M’ refused to work more than he was doing, he was fired.

’M’ has now started his own firm together with some of his other friends, where they work shorter hours, and definitely do not do free work for their customers. They only take jobs where the customer is willing to pay for what they specify.

’P’ on the other hand continued to work with the original firm, but a couple of months ago he went downhill both physically and psychologically. He was diagnosed as suffering from “chronic stress”. Today he goes to hospital 2-3 times a week for examinations, treatment, and conversational therapy, and has just been fired by his firm.

As previously mentioned, this story is taken from two interviews that Denmark’s national radio service (Danmarks Radio) had with ’M’ and ’P’, and is not a fictional story. The story illustrates many of the problems associated with ‘work without limits’. But let us now try to make a systematic summing-up of the main points of ‘work without limits’. Interest for these problems is relatively new in Denmark, so we will use some Swedish research as a base (the exact references are in the appendix). 

The Swedish researchers point out that the starting point for Work Without Limits is individualisation. This can be understood in several ways. Discipline in connection with work is left to the individual. As was described in the case example, it is expected that an individual should take responsibility for task completion, and for the result being of an acceptable quality. This does not mean that management does not care, but that they first step in when they do not consider that the employee is producing the goods.

Individualisation is also involved when there are frequent changes among the colleagues that one works together with, depending on the actual projects. This is a factor in the breakup of the social fellowship in a workplace, a tendency that is increased by the fact that one often has various customers as workplaces. These two elements were presumably not involved in the sample case, and it is also worth underlining, that this run-through of problem elements should not be considered to be a finalised list, but as a number of different tendencies that can be present in various degrees. And we can see, that it is first and foremost the proposals that we come up with in response to these tendencies, that are of interest as discussion points, and not which elements lie inside or outside the concept of Work without Limits.

In many countries, including Sweden, one has seen a strong growth in the number of people working under temporary contract. This obviously puts pressure on the individual worker to ensure his re-employment on the next project. 

Bad conscience is a very common phenomenon amongst people involved with Work without Limits. Assignments are never done well enough, and one feels that one should really manage rather more. There is always a need to give a little more. Bad conscience can break through in several ways; one can feel professionally incompetent – when I cannot complete the job, and when it is not better made, it must be because I am bad at my job, not because there is not enough time. One can have problems with putting work aside when one comes home, continuing to think about it. Perhaps one has even taken some work home that one can just manage to fix before bedtime. As a rule, there is more than one can manage, so even if one works half the night, one cannot manage to finish what one had intended. Alternatively one gives up, and stops working, but with the feeling that one is skiving, even though one has a full workweek.   

This leads us to the conclusion that one can point at three problem areas, each of which can lead to psychological problems.

· Stress and burnout caused by too much work

· Depression and burnout caused by lack of recognition

· Depression and burnout caused by lack of social contact

When we name burnout in connection with all three points it is not only because there is no precise diagnosis, but also because all three points can lead to burnout.

Let us try to take the pulse of our situation in Denmark.

In discussions about Work Without Limits there is a mix of reality and myths. What is reality and what is myth varies from land to land.  

If we look at Denmark, we are affected by the fact that we have not had a large increase in temporary contract workers; they can be found in a few areas such as cultural institutions and research, but are otherwise seldom found. We are aware that this is the opposite of what is normal in Europe, but can be explained by the fact that there is very little to save in the areas of research or working conditions by employing people on temporary contracts, and also because we have EU’s negative record regarding security of employment. There is no risk that you cannot get rid of employees again, if you want to.

Meanwhile, in the IT sector we can see a tendency for the employment of people on individual contracts, because there is no collective agreement coverage. This does not mean that one is not a union member, but it gives the union another role, where to a higher degree it can only give individual assistance if things go wrong. There could be a question of an unjustified firing, a disagreement about a customer- or competition-clause in the contract, or advice in connection with the establishment of a contract.

Are we talking about a new generation of workers?

One of the myths that flourish in Denmark is that we are talking about a new generation, who have different demands about their work, and who see their relationship to their employer in a new and different way. According to the myth, this should especially be the case with the IT branch, which – if one should believe the public image – is only comprised of young nerds, who are happy and satisfied if they just get the chance to code, and at the same time are fed on a diet of pizza, crisps, and cola.

If we look at how old people are when they start in the IT branch, we can see that they are not all young. Other than the fact that we find naturally a peak around 24 years of age, and another around 32 (which is typically young women starting), we find that people start in the branch all the way up to the other side of their 50th birthday. It should be noted that, as we have taken our figures from salary statistics, we are talking about currently-employed IT people. Apart from the fact that these figures help to destroy a myth, we know from our studies that amongst those who start in the IT branch at a more mature age, there are often people who are getting a new chance after being worn down in another profession, and we naturally see this as a positive trend.  

To this can be added that it is calculated that 80% of those who work in IT are members of a trade/professional organisation or union in one way or another. There is no differentiation made between union membership and membership of an unemployment association in these calculations.

As a curiosity, we can note that in PROSA we had a trainee, who tried to find some of the new, fast track companies, who could confirm the myth about the smart young employees who were indifferent to trade- and professional-organisations, and to working hours and conditions as a whole. He did not manage to find any. In fact he found many examples of companies who were typical entrepreneur firms, who clearly tried to have proper conditions, and where a good percentage of the employees were union-organised.
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The figures are based on a run of PROSA’s  salary statistics for 1999, for 1647 members.  32.2 % were more than 30 years old when they started in IT. The average starting age was 27.7 years old.

Working at Home

If we look at the development of working at home, not much has happened so far. This corresponds with some of the studies that we hear of from other countries.

Our figures show a slight rise in how many people use telecommuting, from 17.9% to 21% and 22%. If we look at how this rise is spread over the number of days that one works at home, the figure is from 3 to 5 days; after that there is effectively no change.

Working at home

	
	1998
	1999
	2000

	Percent without any days working at home
	82.1
	79.0
	77.6

	Percent that have 1 or more days working at home per week
	2.0
	2.9
	2.8


We have unfortunately not asked whether people have a workplace installed at home, but we can be certain that the number has increased dramatically, as there has been official financial support for the arrangement. 

It is our perception that it is a plus, that full time telecommuting has not been more widespread than it is at present. Telecommuting can obviously be a good offer to people who live a long way from their place of work, but we recommend that it should only be for 1-2 days a week; otherwise one loses contact with one’s colleagues, and there is a bigger risk of being put on less exciting tasks, and of being passed over for educational courses. In opposition to what a number of people believe, IT work is a process where contact between individuals is important. 

On the negative side results show that there is a tendency for home workplaces to be used to extend the workday in the form of overtime. You can take a bit of work home, and finish it after you have eaten and put the kids to bed!

The other use of a home workplace is where it can be used for work during one’s own or one’s child’s sickness. We have no figures regarding this sort of use. 

Working hours pressure.

There have been some statistics published this summer in Denmark, that show that we have never worked so hard as we do now, and we have never worked so effectively. In PROSA we can see a weak tendency that there are now more of our members that do not have any overtime.

Overtime 


98 
99
2000

percent that have no overtime 
46,4 %
50,1 %
51 %

The average number of hours of

overtime for all those surveyed:
7.9 hours
9.3 hours
8.4 hours

The group that does work overtime does so more and more. This connection becomes clearer and clearer if we concentrate on this group.

The reason that the figures are higher in 1999 is that in the IT branch there was a lot of work in hand for the expected Y2K problems in October, where we have always collected our salary statistics.

In this connection it may be appropriate to compare the group that are on an individual salary contract with those who are covered by a collective pay agreement (public service or private). 

Both groups have a rise in the number of those that have no overtime.

 1998
1999
2000

Individual contract 
47.1 %
48.7 %
51.0 %

Collective agreement
45.6 %
52.0 %
51.1 %

All

46.4 %
50.1 %
51.0 %

If we look at the group that have overtime, we can see the following development in the average number of hours:

 1998
1999
2000

Individual contract 
14.6 hours
18.3 hours
18.5 hours

Collective agreement
14.7 hours
18.9 hours
15.2 hours

All with Overtime
14.7 hours
18.6 hours
17.1 hours

N: 

Individual contract
1998=1171

1999=1321

2000=1417

Collective Agreement
1998=911

1999=927

2000=957

At the same time we see a tendency for the actual working period to ‘float’ a little; there are more people that have a flexible hours agreement. Most people regard this as a benefit, but it also means that more people do not get paid for overtime. This is a minus, as it means that you are working for nothing when you do overtime. 

98 
99
2000

% that have flexible work hours:
70.8%
72.9%
73.9%

% that do not get paid overtime: 
20.4%
22.1%
23.0%

This does not automatically mean that people work more overtime. 

Overtime 


1998 
1999
2000

% that do not have overtime 
46.4 %
50-1 %
51.0 %

% that do not have overtime and 

do not get compensation:

44.4 % 
51-8 %
46.0 %

It is important to notice the duplicity in these developments. Employers will tell us how necessary it is, that we work more without getting anything for it. However, in practice, that is only one side of things; there are a number of both employers and individuals who try systematically to avoid too much work.  

In other words, it is more a case of polarisation, than a one-track tendency, and thus it is something that we have an easier time fighting (too much overtime!).

Working Hours per week
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Women, n:194; Men n:454 and total, n:648

Never mind which physical complaint we look at, it gets worse with a lot of overtime. And nine percent report that they have 45 working hours or more per week on a yearly average. This is clearly an amount that is directly unhealthy. This group also report the greatest number of health problems.

What was a surprise was that 9.6% of those out of work had had an average of more than 45 hours working hours per week the year before. Thus there is nothing to indicate that working a lot of overtime is an insurance against losing one’s job. 

Overtime has always existed in the IT branch at the end of projects, during system breakdowns, etc.. But what we are experiencing now is that periods with overtime are not being alternated with periods of reduced work tempo; there are no ‘rest periods’ after periods with overtime. These periods were used to clean up, discuss things with colleagues, find out what was happening around the company, take a breather, and to celebrate the finished project. And, not least, to what went well and not so well during the project’s lifetime. When these rest periods are missing, one does not manage  to settle down again before the next period of stress, and work pressures become much more dangerous to one’s health. 

Reduced vitality
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without overtime, n:190; 38-45 hours pr. week, n:250; over 45 hours pr. week, n:51.

all employees are taken from ”Danske lønmodtageres arbejdsmiljø og helbred 1990-95.” Edited by: Borg V, Burr H. København: Arbejdsmiljøinstituttet; 1997.

Poor Mental Health
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Without Overtime, n:190; 38-45 hours per week, n:250; over 45 hours per week, n:51.

All employees are taken from: ”Danske lønmodtageres arbejdsmiljø og helbred 1990-95.” Edited by: Borg V, Burr H. København: Arbejdsmiljøinstituttet; 1997.

If we look at the developments in working hours we can see that there is a tendency for more people to work a great deal. The relatively large difference between the 9% that we found in 1997, and the numbers from 1998, 1999, and 2000 is caused by the different ways of asking questions, and can, therefore, not be directly compared.

Weekly working hours in October month year Cross tabulation

	 
	work hours 
	 
	År
	 
	 
	Total

	 
	 
	 
	1998
	1999
	2000
	 

	
	more than 45 hours
	Count
	114
	147
	139
	400

	 
	 
	% within year


	5,9%
	6,8%
	6,1%
	6,3%

	 
	38-45 hours
	Count
	852
	981
	976
	2809

	 
	 
	% within year
	43,7%
	45,6%
	43,1%
	44,1%

	 
	35-37,9 hours
	Count
	982
	1024
	1150
	3156

	 
	 
	% within yr
	50,4%
	47,6%
	50,8%
	49,6%

	
	
Total
 
	Count
	1948
	2152
	2265
	6365

	 
	 
	% within year
	100,0%
	100,0%
	100,0%
	100,0%


Is the work load so large, that you can not think about anything else?
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How many have left the IT profession

Of the group of ex- members of PROSA that we surveyed, 47% had left the IT profession. The remainder had become managers (and thus not eligible to be PROSA members), or had left PROSA for other reasons. The 47% that had left the profession are, in our opinion, an indication that there are some conditions related to the profession that should be improved. Their responses re moving to another profession indicate that it was not a move in a career path, such as one sees in other professions. This is illustrated by the fact that the generally earned less in their new job than they had done in their IT job. At the same time it does not seem that a period with people out of work has been a reason for them leaving IT, as most of them were not fired. 

When we asked them why they had chosen to leave the IT branch, two reasons stood out: 

· pressure of work in the IT profession

· a desire to try something new 

A typical remark was that it was impossible to take part in social activities, or to go on a course, as one never knew when one would have to work during an evening or a weekend. 

In connection with our evaluation of members leaving the profession, we have also looked at the ages of people starting in the profession. Here there is a prejudiced view that this is a profession that only consists of young people. We can in fact see that, as a relatively new growing profession, there is also room for older people who wish to try their strengths including some who have been ground down in another branch.

We can not guess how many people have been worn down or burnt out in the IT profession, but we can ascertain that the age mix of our members does not change, despite the fact that we know that people are coming into the profession who are somewhat older, together with the original members who of course are getting older now. 

Appendix

In relation to our own surveys, we extract data from two places.

Dataset 1 – examination of burnout in the IT profession

In 1997 we made a survey of burnout in the IT profession. To look at this, we sent out a questionnaire to three different groups; members of PROSA who had jobs, members who were out of work, and a number of ex-members who had left PROSA.

These last two groups were expected to tell us why there were so few older members at that point.

In all we sent out 1,636 questionnaires, and received 695 back again. That gave us a response of 42%, which was a little low in our opinion. Therefore we use only the results that are very clear. But 695 replies is in fact many, and the spread of responses matches PROSA’s membership from an age and sex viewpoint, which indicates that the responses can be used as representative.

The table below shows the division of the three groups, PROSA members with jobs, those without jobs, and those that had left PROSA.

	
	Questionnaires
	Responses received
	Reply percent

	PROSA-members with jobs
	726
	343
	47

	Members without jobs
	473
	219
	46

	Ex- PROSA members
	437
	133
	30

	Total
	1636
	695
	42


Dataset 2 – the yearly salary survey

To improve our figures, we have compared figures from our salary surveys for 1998, 1999, and 2000. The salary survey has its strengths in that we send out a questionnaire every year, and ask our members how they stand in October. The questions refer to pay, working hours, number of holiday days, free days, days working at home, and so on. It means that we can get a very precise picture of conditions every October. We cannot tell whether there is anything special about that precise month, but as it shows a development over three years, we remove seasonal swings and get a more precise picture. We should mention that October 1999 obviously included some differences related to the approaching year 200 switch, which gave extra IT work.

There has been a willingness to answer questionnaires, as members use the results as a basis for salary negotiation with their employers. This means that, despite the fact that we send them out to all members, we receive around 30% back again, which gives over 2000 responses each year for the three years that we have used as comparisons.

Days working at home in October

akkumuleret procent

	No. of days
	1998
	1999
	2000

	0
	82,1
	79,0
	77,6

	1
	89,0
	85,5
	84,7

	2
	93,5
	91,0
	90,5

	3
	95,6
	93,7
	93,5

	4
	97,2
	95,9
	96,0

	5
	98,0
	97,1
	97,2

	6
	98,6
	97,6
	97,9

	7
	98,8
	98,0
	98,3

	8
	99,1
	98,4
	98,9

	9
	99,2
	98,6
	99,0

	10
	99,5
	99,1
	99,4

	11
	
	99,2
	

	12
	
	99,3
	99,5

	13
	99,6
	
	99,6

	14
	99,6
	99,4
	99,6

	15
	99,8
	
	99,7

	16
	
	99,6
	99,8

	18
	
	99,6
	99,8

	20
	99,9
	99,6
	99,9

	21
	100,0
	99,9
	

	22
	100,0
	
	100,0

	23
	
	100,0
	

	30
	
	100,0
	

	Total
	100
	100,0
	100,0


Other Danish surveys

Apart from the two sets of data named above, we have chosen to compare our figures with ”Danske lønmodtageres arbejdsmiljø og helbred 1990-95.” Edited by: Borg V, Burr H. København: Arbejdsmiljøinstituttet; 1997. (National Institute of Occupational Health)

The Swedish surveys

We have use figures from Sweden from the research programme ”Gränselöst arbete, eller arbetets nya gränser. Which started in 1998 at Arbetslivsinstitutet (National Institute for Working Life).
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