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Part I

THE PROBLEM








 


Chapter 1

OLD RULES, NEW REALITIES


The way we work is not sustainable. Sherwin knows this well. He has twenty years of experience as a skilled information technology (IT) professional and is one of the many professionals and managers we interviewed in a Fortune 500 company we call TOMO. Sherwin has a hybrid role where he designs new software solutions to address business problems but also participates directly in developing that new software; he’s both a big picture thinker and attuned to the details of writing solid computer code. On the personal side, Sherwin is a divorced dad with two daughters who live mainly with him. He is also the point person for his elderly mother, who is deciding whether it is time to move into a nursing home.

Sherwin’s family caregiving feels manageable; it is his workload on the job that is overwhelming. Sherwin estimates he works about 70 hours per week. He starts work with calls at 5 a.m., pauses to get his kids ready and off to school, works a full day, prepares dinner and supervises their homework, and then routinely works, at home, until midnight. The long hours and intense pace are perhaps not surprising given the managers he reports to. Sherwin’s manager, Tanay, describes himself as a “super workaholic” and says his own boss (who sits two levels above Sherwin on the organizational chart) pushes teams so hard that he is “trying to get blood from a rock.”

Sherwin is dedicated to his job and often excited about it. He enjoys the technical challenges of his work and appreciates the “tremendously talented people in this group … Wow, these guys are smart!” The feeling is mutual: Tanay conveys his respect for Sherwin’s intelligence and skills when we interview him separately. But despite appreciating much about his job, Sherwin knows the way he works is toxic. He recognizes that “never being able to get [all] the work done—[takes] a tremendous toll on me health-wise.” His work patterns make it harder for him to take good care of himself. “You’re staying up late, you’re eating,” and “the last thing in my mind was to get up and work out. Too tired.” In fact, Sherwin recently had a heart attack, luckily a fairly minor one. He tells us:


I didn’t even realize it, just went into the doctor because I was not feeling well and they ran an EKG and they did some tests and said “You had a heart attack yesterday.”



Sherwin was out of work for about four weeks to recover from this health crisis, but it has had a lasting impact. As he says, “I’m looking at things a lot differently in my life,” and he hopes to work differently to take better care of himself.

The way Sherwin works and lives exemplifies the overload—the feeling of having too much to do in too little time—that so many professionals and managers confront today. These employees are privileged in terms of their pay, benefits, and the ability to work in clean and comfortable offices. They are generally treated with respect, with their contributions and ideas recognized.1 These would seem to be “good jobs” in many ways. University of North Carolina sociologist Arne Kalleberg suggests we assess job quality by considering earnings, benefits, job security, and opportunities for advancement as well as how much autonomy or control employees have, how meaningful and interesting the tasks are, and how hours and schedules fit with the rest of life.

But these professionals and managers find that what had been good jobs have morphed into something more intense and less secure. New communication technologies foster an always-on, always-working culture. Managers and coworkers know they can contact employees anytime, anywhere, and they often do reach out before and after official workdays. Moreover, globalization, automation, and artificial intelligence make it clear to even the most educated, experienced, and skilled workers in a variety of occupations and industries that their jobs are changing radically, and may even disappear. Earnings and benefits are still relatively generous, but there is an increasing price to pay. Good jobs, previously characterized by relative autonomy and security, have become bad, with rising workloads, a sped-up pace, and escalating expectations that seem impossible to meet.

Is this the future of work, shaped by warp-speed connectivity, ratcheting demands, and eroding security? These ways of working will either break organizations or break people. Outdated policies and expectations collide with the intense realities of the digital revolution and the global production of “knowledge work” (as well as manufacturing goods) to exacerbate burnout, stress, and poor health. Most businesses continue to demand 9 to 5 (or 8 to 6) desk time in addition to early morning calls to offshore colleagues, last-minute but all-too-common work requests at 10 p.m., and ubiquitous emails, texts, and instant messaging.

Alongside changes tied to new technologies and global competition, US companies are routinely merging, reorganizing, downsizing, even disappearing. This leaves all employees—even skilled professionals and middle managers—unsure whether they will have their jobs next year or even next week. Those who survive layoffs experience even more overload as they attempt to cover the work of their downsized coworkers. The firm resolves to “do more with less,” and employees try frantically to make that happen.

Our interviews and surveys in TOMO’s IT division demonstrate that overload harms workers. That is probably not a surprise to readers, and it is very clear to the professionals and managers we interviewed. Kunwar, a manager who supervises almost thirty employees and is also a wife and mother, explains that her 10 p.m. meetings mean her “entire evening is actually ruined” because she is “on edge” and busy preparing for the call. Similarly, taking a “status call” meeting at 5:30 or 6:30 in the morning on Saturday or Sunday, as she does regularly, affects the whole weekend day.


You’re not able to relax a lot, so it’s definitely taking its toll on people’s health and stress levels and maybe blood pressure without us knowing it. Sleep—not being able sleep—or not taking the time even to go and exercise. I’m definitely constantly thinking about work.



But we also see that overload creates problems for the organization that employs these professionals and managers. Working at breakneck speed means the work product is not as high quality as it could be. The problem is not a lack of talent but a lack of time. Firms that rely on knowledge workers seek to recruit and retain creative people who can innovate. But creativity and innovativeness are simply incompatible with burnout and exhaustion.

A manager explains that the software developers who report to him are frustrated because “different people are pinging them for information” all day. They are interrupted from writing their code because questions come at them via the chat software the company uses. These IT professionals feel “they go through the whole day, the whole week without doing what they were expected to do” during regular work hours, so they work late nights and weekends (like Sherwin) to try to catch up. The manager sees how this fast pace affects teamwork too, reporting “simmering tensions” because the team members are working under too much pressure to address any concerns.


The pedal is pushed continuously … It’s like full throttle. Keep moving [laughs]. You get hurt? Tough. Let’s just get it [done] … I’m not saying I’m ignoring you, but sorry—we gotta get it done.



We ask if this pressure is due to a big deadline we know the team is facing in a few weeks (in September) and he explains that the intensity is routine:


We had it like that for June. We have it like that for September. I see that already December is coming [along] that way.



Overload and the clash of old rules with new realities are not private troubles that employees and frontline managers can fix for themselves by getting up earlier, deciding on their own to not read email in the evening, or scaling back on family obligations. Solving these problems requires inventing new ways of working to promote sane and sustainable jobs, fostering effectiveness on the job, and insisting on a higher quality of life for workers of all genders, ages, educational levels, occupations, and life stages.2

We believe federal safety nets and labor regulations should be updated to address the new intensity and precarity of work, as well as the growing inequality in the United States and elsewhere. But corporations and other employers can also do something about overload. Drawing on our research with an interdisciplinary group of scholars called the Work, Family, and Health Network, we identify creative and practical ways to reshape how work works, which we call a dual-agenda work redesign. Dual-agenda work redesigns prompt employees and managers to look at how work can be changed in ways that benefit employees (and their families) and also benefit the organization. We demonstrate that those changes work well for employees, their families, and also the organizations that employ them.3

This study establishes that things can change for the better. Innovative initiatives like the one we describe can create a new normal. In that new normal, employees have greater authority to make their own decisions, managers and coworkers recognize and support the realities of life outside of work, and everyone focuses less on when and where the work happens and more on working effectively and efficiently together. Working “smarter” includes dropping some tasks and meetings and turning off technologies from time to time. We show that the rules, everyday practices, and expectations can be changed, even though, as our research in TOMO reveals, redesign is hard to sustain in the face of other organizational changes like new leaders in the executive ranks.

The status quo can seem intransigent. But there are ways forward to more sustainable, enjoyable, and effective work lives if we have the will, power, and imagination to push for that. This is, ultimately, a promising perspective on the future of work.


Who We Studied and How

We investigate overload and its consequences with data collected in a variety of ways—surveys, company records, ethnographic observations, and in-depth interviews—and we also summarize related research conducted by others. We then utilize evidence from a pathbreaking randomized field experiment to understand what can change and how.

Our study unfolds over about five years and includes data gathered from about a thousand employees and managers in the IT division of a large, Fortune 500 tech-focused company we call TOMO. The company isn’t headquartered in Silicon Valley and it isn’t known as a super exciting place to work, but it is generally viewed as a good employer and a decent corporate citizen. When we first started visiting TOMO offices, the fields of cubes seemed familiar to us from many white-collar workplaces we have observed as well as from pop culture. The IT professionals and managers we met are often middle-aged, wearing jeans or casual slacks and button-down cotton shirts or crisp sweaters, and largely white or people of South Asian descent. They fit with our cultural stereotypes of an engineer, though there are more women (roughly 40%) in IT at TOMO than in many tech organizations. What is less familiar, though, is the emptiness. On many floors, a third or more of the cubes are vacant, a visible reminder that the firm has repeatedly downsized workers as it expanded offshore and relied more on technology to automate or streamline the work.

This workforce includes people in a variety of IT-related occupations—software developers, quality assurance staff, project managers, and the analysts who translate the needs of clients into project plans for the other IT experts to build. Employees and managers are paid quite well, with an average salary over $90,000 in our IT sample, and their benefits were historically generous. In addition to the good salaries and benefits, employees at TOMO appreciate the generally respectful work environment, the intellectually challenging work, and being located in middle-American cities that have reasonable costs of living and attractive amenities. TOMO IT professionals have formidable technical skills, but their experiences are more akin to professionals and managers in other large US firms in the middle of the country than to those working in more famous tech companies in Silicon Valley or New York City. People in TOMO’s IT division tend to stay with the company, assuming they are not downsized. On average, our respondents had worked at TOMO over fourteen years.

We have deliberately focused on technical professionals and frontline managers who are in “good jobs,” but who are not among the most elite workers or at the very top of the wealth distributions. These professionals and managers mostly have college degrees, earn salaries well above the median US salary, and receive good benefits as full-time employees. Recent studies of work often investigate either end of the occupational spectrum—those struggling in hourly service jobs, like retail or fast-food jobs, or those working in elite professional services firms, including well-known management consulting companies, financial firms, or “big law” practices.4 We choose instead to study the middle, to concentrate on workers with college educations and earnings in the upper-middle class who are neither economic elites nor employed by the leading firms. The stories of intense work, insecurity, and overload that we hear in TOMO are probably familiar to many. Certainly when we share our findings with white-collar workers, professionals, and managers from a variety of different industries, people nod in recognition and often smile ruefully, recounting their own experiences of overload. We believe the people we studied at TOMO represent a much larger population of employees and managers in the United States today; their stories tell us about the realities of today and the possibilities for the future.

Our study involved multiple components and multiple people over a long time period; we conducted this research as part of the Work, Family, and Health Network, an exciting collaboration involving scholars from multiple disciplines at universities and research centers across the nation. Throughout the book, we share findings from published papers written by this team of scholars. However, the evidence we present here draws primarily on our own analysis of the tough realities facing these workers and the promise and challenges of organizational change in this firm and others. The two of us were in and out of the company for meetings, observations, interviews, and briefings with executives and others. Our research team included several “embedded” social scientists who were based in the firm to do participant observation, organize the rollout of repeated survey waves, conduct about four hundred interviews, and coordinate the training built into the dual-agenda work redesign we call STAR (for Support. Transform. Achieve. Results).5

Half the teams in the IT division at TOMO participated in the STAR redesign initiative while the other half served as the control group, who continued to work under the usual company policies. This experimental design makes our evidence strong: teams were randomized to the STAR “treatment,” and so the employees in the two groups reported the same strains, stresses, and attitudes at the beginning of the study. Comparing how the experiences and attitudes of those in the treatment and control conditions change over time reveals the effects of STAR. Our research team was committed to a rigorous design and to checking our own assumptions and hopes; the field experiment gave us confidence in assessing what changes and what does not with STAR.

This book describes the results of trying to change the informal norms and formal rules regarding when, where, and how work is done. STAR aims to give teams and the employees within them greater control regarding their time, how they meet project goals and deadlines, and how they use (or turn off) technology to get the job done and still take care of themselves. STAR also encourages managers to actively convey their support for their employees, recognizing their priorities and responsibilities both on and off the job. At the same time, organizational concerns are also important. STAR aims to make changes that do not interfere with getting the work done and that may even help the company perform better.

Studying organizational change as it happens in a real corporation is both challenging and gratifying. This research design allows us to exploit two very important lenses on the social world. First, when an organizational change like STAR is implemented, members of the organization are confronted with the question “How might it be otherwise?”6 The way that work has traditionally been organized is not the only reasonable, rational, or feasible arrangement. It is simply the status quo, devised in the middle of the last century when technologies, tasks, workforces, and expectations were very different. The STAR process makes it clear to multiple stakeholders that the rules of the game can be changed. In fact, taken-for-granted policies, practices, interaction patterns, and assumptions are examined, rather than being assumed to be rational or optimal, through the collective, reflective process of this work redesign initiative. Professionals and managers in the STAR treatment group gain permission and indeed are encouraged to reimagine how they could get their jobs done in more sane and sustainable ways. We observed that questioning occur and tracked what happened as employees and managers in STAR chose what to change, experimenting their way to a new normal. We hope this book prompts a similar reflective process for the reader, encouraging you to think critically about the way work is organized and how we can foster better ways of working in all kinds of jobs and in all industries.

Second, a key precept from social science is that we learn about social systems by trying to change them. Kurt Lewin, a famous organizational scholar, said, “If you want to truly understand something, try to change it.”7 Efforts to change work organizations prompt reactions—and those reactions are very informative regardless of whether the change succeeds in the intended ways. Our research design permits us to capture changes in practices, in interpretations, and in relationships, as well as how planned changes can derail. In our case, TOMO went through a merger during the course of the study and was acquired by a more conservative firm (which we call ZZT). The eventual revocation of STAR in the aftermath of that merger tells us almost as much about the corporate world in these intense, insecure, and shifting times as we learn from the successful implementation of this initiative.



Reimagining Work in the Twenty-First Century

We use the case of organizational changes at TOMO as the centerpiece for a broader analysis. The first section of the book dives into what we have come to see as a key problem of our time, overload. What is overload and what are its consequences? How has overload become so ubiquitous? Defining the problem is important for identifying real solutions. Our own understandings of the problem evolved through this study. Although we have both investigated work and family concerns for much of our academic careers, we now believe that the core concern for many professionals and managers is not balancing work and family obligations, but rather how to manage all that one is asked to do at work.

In other words, we locate the root problem not in the ways work and family connect and conflict but in intensified work itself. This is an important shift in the framing of the problem. We have come to worry that a work–family framing is problematic because then the problem is seen as a women’s issue or as primarily the concern of working mothers along with some involved fathers.8 But overload affects men and women workers at all ages and life stages. Work isn’t challenging only for mothers, for fathers, or for those caring for aging partners or parents or confronting their own health challenges. Younger workers—often millennials with no family responsibilities—still feel they “should be working all the time,” while many of the baby boomers we interviewed felt overloaded and burned out too.9 Overload is pervasive and these intensive ways of working put health, well-being, productivity, and innovation at risk.

The second section of the book introduces and evaluates a potential solution to address overload and foster new ways of working. We investigate a particular initiative we call STAR as one example of the dual-agenda work redesign strategy. The changes prompted by STAR may include shifting schedules, working at home when feasible, questioning meetings and “low-value” tasks so that people can focus on the core of their work, and more. These work practices can be viewed as workplace flexibility, but we also investigate how flexibility means different things in different contexts. We need to craft forms of flexibility that actually help workers, rather than just pressing them to be always on and always available or asking them to give up good careers in order to get the flexibility and control they need.

The third section of the book examines possibilities for redesigning the way we work. Here we go beyond the case of STAR at TOMO. Organizations can do better for their employees while also doing better for the business (as we demonstrate in the second section). We identify pockets of change, exciting innovations in corporate and public policy, but we also recognize the challenges of making meaningful institutional change happen in a variety of contexts that reach a wide variety of workers. We conclude by sharing multiple avenues for creating more sane and sustainable work.

There is a path forward, and this study points to real possibilities for crafting new ways of working that do not take today’s craziness for granted. But before we get there, we need to learn more about the problem of intensive work and the feelings of overload.








 


Chapter 2

OVERLOAD



Overload Up and Down the Chain

Randall is a software developer, a single white man in his early forties who has a trim dark beard and a bundled sense of energy. He recently purchased a home he is hoping to renovate, and he enjoys watching and playing sports too. But he spends 50 to 70 hours per week working, leaving little time for those pursuits. He explains his recent schedule as working 8:30 to 5:30 in the office and then more:


[On] a lot of these projects, they expect you to be to be working from 8:00 [p.m.] to midnight. And if you weren’t on that 8 to midnight call, the next morning you hear about it. “Hey [knocks on the edge of the cube], where were you from 8 to midnight?”



Randall feels pressured to be on late-night calls, after putting in a full workday in the office, because someone—presumably a manager with authority over Randall—has “decreed” (in Randall’s words) that he and the rest of the team should be on these calls. Randall describes the TOMO IT management style as “more of a dictatorship than anything” and says, “it’s not an enjoyable work environment at all.”

Randall’s frustration arises in part because he believes he is not really needed on these late calls. He does not recall providing any concrete input to the technical problems discussed in recent weeks, “yet every night, I’m here 8 to midnight.” But even when he is contributing to the evening calls, Randall views this schedule as exhausting and excessive. He feels “owned by” the company because the work demands set by “them” took over the rest of his life. He recalls:


There are times when I would go home from work at 7 p.m. and purposefully take a nap because I knew I was going to be working from 9 p.m. to midnight. At that point, I lived for the company, you know? I didn’t take that nap for me. I took it for them … I had to take a nap because I knew I was going to be up all night with them. And that was every night.



Besides fostering resentment, these work patterns create practical problems. Randall reflects back on a recent period when his team was in “crisis mode”:


And I was on speakerphone and I’d just go to the bathroom flush the toilet—do whatever. And it’s like, “You took up my life, what am I supposed to do?” You know? And I know everyone on a call can hear me living my life.

But you give me 3 hours a day to sleep? That’s just stupid. If that’s how your relationship with a company is, you’re really—you’re not happy about it.



Randall’s manager, Jonathon, is a white, middle-aged married man, with three children at home. He supervises a large software development group and reports to the director, Vanessa.1 Jonathon is proud of the work he does as a manager and he believes his job matches his skills well. Jonathon is also devoted to his family and his community activities in a suburb about an hour’s drive from the office. He tries to keep his work hours reasonable to leave time for those commitments.

But the stories he tells and the interruptions during our first interview with Jonathon reveal how difficult it is for him to get away from his work. When we ask him whether and how his work affects his personal life and health, Jonathon first claims to have strong boundaries. But he immediately describes how work intrudes into home time, with his phone buzzing during the interview to illustrate how often he is interrupted:


When I go home, I go home and I don’t do anything else, except when the pager or phone rings. I refuse to log in at home. I refuse to. When I’m home I’m with my family and with my kids.

And the only time that I make exceptions for that is [phone buzzes] is when that happens. Or when [phone buzzes] my boss is calling me. Or when I have a meeting that I’ve accepted and scheduled. Like tonight at 9:30. But that’s pretty late, you know. My kids are winding down and everything at that time and they know I gotta get on a call and do my thing.



Jonathon dislikes how his work overload affects family time, and he believes his wife’s health has been harmed by the calls he gets late at night. He tried leaving his phone in another room but then he gets called on his home phone line, “which wakes everybody up ’cause it’s louder.”

The reality of being interrupted on his drive home, when he is home with the family (awake or asleep), or when he is at a Scout or church event, contradicts Jonathon’s stated values about prioritizing family time and community involvement. Jonathon is an officer in two different community groups, and he recalls a recent cook-off he had helped organize. Vanessa, his boss, called him during the event:


But what’d I do? Not answer the phone? I mean, I answer the phone. It’s Vanessa. She wants to talk about something. So I talk about it.



Yet these calls with his boss are not productive or efficient. He will drift away from family and community time to take the call. But, Jonathon says with a chuckle:


The next morning, I can’t even remember what she said [phone buzzes]. I can’t even remember what we even talked about [phone buzzes] on some of that stuff. Because I’m in information overload.



Jonathon also reflects on what he hopes for his children in light of his current overload. He talks with them “about career paths” and has brought them on tours of the TOMO building. They are curious about different IT roles, and he recognizes the appeal.


By comparison to other industries, it tends to pay better than average. At the same time, there’s a price you pay for that. And I don’t want my kids to be in this industry, quite frankly.



Vanessa, the director who manages Jonathon, Randall’s team, and several other teams, has a somewhat different perspective—but admits that these jobs are intensive. She estimates that the managers under her work between 45 to 50 hours per week on average, but


they need to be accessible 24/7, 365 days a year. And if they’re going to be out of town, unavailable because of vacation or because they’re going to be gone for a weekend or something, then they need to let me know.



Vanessa is clear that being unavailable for work questions is the exception, rather than the rule, even outside of the traditional workday.

Vanessa seems to place responsibility for overload on the frontline managers and their employees. She says that work hours should be determined by the projects and deadlines that a team faces, what she calls the “commitments” that they make.


If you make a commitment, if that takes you—if you have to work 70 hours one week, well then, next time don’t make that commitment.



Yet it isn’t as simple as turning down work or setting longer time lines. We heard over and over that managers and employees worry that setting more reasonable commitments or moderating their work hours will make them look bad and make them more likely to lose their jobs.



Overload as the New Reality

These examples from Randall, Jonathon, and Vanessa capture what is happening in professional and managerial workforces across the United States and other advanced economies: even those workers who make good money and work for a respected organization face jobs that are becoming more intense and harder to contain. Availability via phone, email, text, and other technologies is expected over and above the requirement to be in the office during the standard business hours of, at a minimum, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. There seems to be little time fully off of work, little mental space to recover and recuperate. And the time spent working is often pressured—a frantic attempt to try to keep up with more and more work. Companies, as well as nonprofits and public sector organizations, are staffed in a lean way with pressure on employees to be responsive and agile, despite the growing demands. We learned about these realities in one context, the IT division of the Fortune 500 company that we call TOMO, but the experiences of overload are increasingly evident across industries and occupations. You may well recognize overload and the practices that produce it from your own life.

Overload involves long hours of work, but we cannot fully understand the situation if we only consider the number of hours worked. Many people assume that Americans (and also others working in rich industrialized countries) are working longer and longer, but the trends are actually more complicated than that. When we measure the average hours worked per week for those who are employed, we see few changes in recent decades—despite the sense of speed-up and time famine. But averages mask variations in workers’ experiences, of course, and we have seen a bifurcation in work hours in the United States since the 1970s. More people—especially professionals, managers, and those earning higher salaries—are working very long hours, often measured as 50 or more hours per week. At the other end of the hours distribution, the United States has a sizable group of workers putting in relatively few hours. Many of these hourly workers would like to work more than they do. Shifts in work hours (at both end of the hours distribution) were more dramatic in the 1980s and 1990s and have moved less since 2000.2

When we look at annual hours worked, there has been a more dramatic increase over these years. In 2013, the average annual hours worked in the United States was 1,836 hours, up over 183 hours since 1975. That is an increase equivalent to four additional 40-hour weeks per year. Much of the change in annual hours worked reflects a move among women to working more weeks per year. And because women are more likely to be in the paid labor force, are more likely to work full time, and are working more weeks each year, there are many families whose total hours in paid work have increased.3

We also need to consider how work is experienced in terms of work effort or intensity. Counting the hours worked isn’t enough to fully understand the weight of the job and its impact on employees, families, and communities. Trend studies suggest there is increased work intensity in the United States and in many European countries (especially the United Kingdom, France, and Ireland). Work intensity is measured by survey questions about needing to work hard, to work fast, feeling pressured by deadlines, and not having enough time to finish one’s work. Perceived work intensity also increased throughout the 1990s; then it seemed to level off until it rose again in the aftermath of the Great Recession.4

Our specific focus is on overload, which we define as the sense that work demands are unrealistic, given limited resources. This is the classic definition of stress: too many demands, coupled with too few resources (such as time or staff) to accomplish what is needed or expected.5 The stress arises from not meeting others’ expectations, but also from not meeting one’s own expectations. At TOMO, 41 percent of IT professionals and 61 percent of their managers agree or strongly agree with the statement that there is “not enough time to get your job done.” A related issue is feeling the need to work very hard or very fast, particularly when a change or speed-up is perceived.6 The professionals and managers we study are vulnerable to overload, but they are not alone. A recent national survey finds that over a third of employed Americans agree or strongly agree that there is “too much work to do it well” in their current jobs.7

Intensive work practices and the sense of overload they engender are a source of chronic strain. Excessive work demands leave people stressed in part because they feel they have little control. There seem to be no options for changing the situation. Randall (the frontline employee introduced at the beginning of the chapter) and Jonathon (the manager) both convey that sense of limited control. Work demands are ratcheting out of control and yet “they” (presumably upper management) insist on conference calls at all hours of the night and expect subordinates to interrupt personal, family, or community commitments whenever a boss calls or texts.

These conditions are often seen as intractable, as “just the way it is” and sometimes as just the way it has to be. Is that true? It is a fair point that IT systems need to be maintained and technical problems need to be addressed quickly. Those real operational needs justify the push for nearly constant availability across TOMO’s IT division. But long work hours and quick responses during nonwork time are also routinely expected outside of IT, including in professional service organizations (like consulting and law), in direct customer services (like hospitality and retail), in healthcare occupations (from surgeons at the top to nursing assistants at the bottom), and elsewhere.8

In the IT setting, the expectation of near constant availability is strong even when there are no urgent technical problems. Instead, the need reflects management expectations that employees will respond quickly to a question that a manager, coworker, or client brings forward, even when the issue is not actually time sensitive or tied to an urgent technical fix. That is the case in other occupations and industries too. One important implication is that the experience of overload depends on the social norms regarding when, where, and how work is accomplished and how workers are evaluated, not only how much work is assigned or how many hours are worked.



Four Dimensions of Work Intensity Contributing to Overload

Overload, again, is the subjective sense there is too much to do, given the resources (including time and other people) on hand. But there are concrete, objective work practices—specific dimensions of work intensity—that converge to create the sense that work demands are spinning out of control.9


The Weight of Long Hours

Overload is clearly tied to long work hours. Georgia, a manager of testers who perform quality assurance work to ensure software will operate as planned, routinely works 12-hour days and sometimes even more:


I usually am online from about 6:00 in the morning until usually, actually about 6:00 in the evening. And depending upon what’s going on, if we’re involved in anything really big and meaty or big and ugly, I may be on 24 hours a day. Or at least, on and off, 24 hours a day.



Time spent working crowds out time for other things—even basic things like getting groceries or taking reasonable breaks. Like Randall, Georgia brings up the bathroom when she reflects on her thinking about her current work routines:


This sense of “Oh my god! Something has got to give here! Surely I can find 5 minutes to, you know, run into the bathroom.” … I have felt a sense of being really stretched over the last few months.



Employees in other fields outside of IT report similar challenges with taking basic breaks. A recent New York Times story that describes professionals and managers who plan to retire early—in their thirties or forties—quotes a pharmacist:


“There were days when I had 12- or 14-hour shifts where I didn’t use the restroom, where I didn’t eat, because so much work was piled up on me,” Mr. Long said.



In addition to nurses, doctors, and teachers who share stories about managing to find time for bathroom breaks and snacks on the run, one survey finds that around 40 percent of professionals regularly take lunch breaks away from their desks. And a quarter of those surveyed agree with the statement “I eat alone to multitask better.”10

When long hours are sustained over a long period, they wear workers down. The IT professionals we study sometimes talk about variations in workload depending on the stage of the software development cycle and the difficulty of a particular project. In one of our first focus groups, Jarla explained that the workload had “peaks and valleys.” But we soon hear that the rhetoric of peaks and valleys does not match the current reality. Jarla’s coworkers in the focus group point out that valleys have not happened recently.


REBECCA: We haven’t had a valley for …

KARI: Years.

REBECCA: Yeah, over two years. And for me that is definitely impacting sleep. I have unexplained hives. I’ve been to the [hospital name] clinic. They don’t know. I only can sleep with tranquilizers at night, so we don’t know if it’s stress or not.



Our survey of almost 1,000 TOMO IT professionals and managers confirms the connection between the number of hours worked and subjective overload. We label a respondent as overloaded if they agree or strongly agree that there is not enough time to get their job done. Sixty-five percent of those working 50 or more hours per week report overload, compared to 35 percent of those few in our study who usually work less than 50 hours per week. In statistical models that adjust for other risk factors, we see that working 50 or more hours per week doubles the risk of reporting overload.11

Having a child in your home or being a caregiver for an adult relative does not predict a sense of overload among these IT professionals and managers.12 This is important because talk of work stress and the strain of long hours often emphasizes employees’ desire for work–family balance. We see the work domain (and not the combination of work and family responsibilities) as the primary source of strain. Even those who have few family responsibilities report considerable overload. Work is the driver of overload, sucking up time and focus regardless of one’s family or personal circumstances, with widespread health and well-being consequences for people at all ages and life stages.



Always-On Availability

Professional and managerial work is unbounded today. New communication technologies mean an employee or manager can be reached for work matters anytime and anywhere. Vanessa lays this out explicitly, saying “so they need to be accessible 24/7, 365 days a year” and referencing the smartphones that make it possible for her subordinates to be accessible for work tasks or questions at any time. This can be couched as flexibility, but what is expected is employees’ flexibility to respond as requested to work intrusions. Our perspective is that the new communications technologies, including smartphones and cloud storage, make it feasible to respond to questions at any time or any place and to coordinate work around the globe. But the technologies are not the real problem, or at least the root problem. Overload arises from management expectations that employees and managers will do whatever they are asked, no matter how many hours have already been worked or when those requests come in.13

Even though we do not want to put all the blame on technology, it is true that email, smartphones, and other connective technologies mean people can try to live up to those always-on expectations. Brice, a manager who puts in about 55 hours per week and often arrives home after his kids are in bed, notices the comments he receives on Monday morning. His coworkers or managers seem surprised he has not responded to emails sent over the weekend.


That has become more and more of a culture expectation now. Overtime and weekend work seems to be like the norm today.



Hayden, another manager, says about his team: “We’ve been on 24 by 7 for the last five years.” What does this mean? Obviously no individual is working 24/7 for years on end, but Hayden’s five employees may be called at any moment, and that level of availability has been expected for the last five years. (It wasn’t the case for the first fifteen years Hayden worked for TOMO, when there was a significantly larger workforce.) Hayden’s team does not monitor the technical systems for problems or investigate day-to-day issues as they arise—that falls to a production support team that is officially on call. But Hayden’s team gets pulled in for complex issues or problems with “heavy impacts to the business,” as he puts it, and those could arise anytime. Hayden tells us about “SWAT calls,” where his team will frantically try to figure out the technical problems, facing “unbelievable” stress as they work through the night.

Availability expectations also make it hard to actually take the relatively generous vacation time that TOMO provides or to be fully away from work when officially on vacation. One software developer decided to take some of her vacation time in short, two-hour chunks to attend her daughter’s soccer games in the late afternoon. She blocks her calendar well in advance and counts this as official vacation time. But her manager will call her “pretty much every time” that she leaves early for the game, she reports. To borrow sociologists Dan Clawson and Naomi Gerstel’s term, we have a situation of “normal unpredictability” in which workers are asked to deal with “the pervasiveness of routine disruptions” and continually expected to shift their own plans in response to shifting requests from work.14

The expectation that you will be checking emails and taking calls as they come in affects employees even beyond the time spent on those tasks. One study finds that doing email “after work” makes it harder to detach mentally and increases feelings of burnout. In fact, these negative effects are found among workers who feel they are expected to be responsive, regardless of whether the employees actually open the emails.15 (We put the term “after work” in quotes because there are fewer boundaries between what is work time and what is personal, nonwork time, making common survey questions about work interruptions after a regular day less sensible than they once were.)

Our survey also confirms a connection between working during “nonstandard” but increasingly common times and the sense of overload. Sixty percent of those who are working 10 hours or more per week during the evenings, nights, and early mornings feel overloaded, compared to 41 percent of those who do less work outside the traditional business day. Moreover, 68 percent of those who work at least half of their weekend days feel overloaded, compared to 42 percent who do less work over the weekend.16 Overload is high for those working longer hours overall, but higher when work is stretched out, done at all hours across the week. Looking more broadly at US workers, we see that our IT professionals are not alone in their work patterns. American workers put in longer hours than workers in European industrialized countries, and they are also more likely to work outside of what were previously considered to be standard hours. One out of three Americans does some weekend work, and one out of four works some at night.17

We have emphasized the high availability expectations for professionals and managers; for these workers, being available often means putting in long and stretched hours. Yet availability expectations are also high for other workers, in a somewhat different way. In service sector jobs in retail, hospitality, and healthcare, for example, workers are expected to be always available, to take whatever shifts they are assigned, and add more hours if requested. Because these workers are paid hourly and receive much lower wages than the IT professionals we are studying, that variability in the number of hours worked puts their tight family budgets under more pressure.18

Here too new technologies facilitate these shifts in how work time is organized, but the underlying issue is management pressure to be available. Scheduling software now allows companies to make “just-in-time” adjustments to schedules. With easier forecasting of customer demand and close tracking of revenue and labor costs, these technologies allow frontline managers to change workers’ work schedules at a moment’s notice. If there are fewer customers than expected at a local restaurant, wait staff are sent home one evening, and those workers earn less that week than they’d hoped. If a few more patients are admitted to a unit in a given hospital or nursing home, then nursing assistants may be asked—and pressured—to come in at the last minute or to stay for a second shift. In warehouses and transportation (including Amazon and other companies that send goods directly to customers), shifts are routinely cut or extended in response to the volume of orders that need to be shipped that day to make the promised delivery time.

Those additional hours may be appreciated because the extra money is welcome, but unpredictability in work schedules makes it very hard to maintain stable routines and to take good care of yourself or your family.19 Despite the challenge of unpredictable schedules, these hourly workers know they need to make themselves available for work at almost any time or they risk getting scheduled for fewer hours (and bringing home less pay).



Multitasking and Split Attention at Work

What can you do when you have more work than you can handle? In addition to working longer hours and attending to the phone and email at all times, many employees and managers try to fit more work into a given hour by multitasking.

At TOMO, geographically distributed project teams mean that the vast majority of meetings are actually conference calls. Managers and employees can attend multiple meetings in a single block of time. This can happen when individuals log on, listen or contribute, then quietly log off a call to get on another call or when they take off a headset to talk with a coworker in person. This is the high-tech version of stepping in and out of meetings. This can also happen when someone listens to two conference calls at the very same time. One of the most vivid moments of our early shadowing of these IT professionals was when we first saw someone listening to two calls at once, with a different headset playing each call into a different ear.20

Even when only on one conference call, TOMO employees and managers rarely devote their full attention to the meeting. They routinely listen to a call while using the internal chat message system. (TOMO used Instant Messenger or IM at the time; Slack is a popular example of internal chat today.) Sometimes this is a shadow meeting where people “ping” each other on IM about who will raise a question or push a particular point, but these side conversations are often about a different project altogether. And meeting time often turns into time to review and respond to emails, just because there is no other time available. Georgia explains:


I sometimes sit here on the phone for 10 to 12 hours a day and that’s on the phone. That’s not work I’m doing outside of all my meetings.



Multitasking during calls is so expected that those leading the meeting routinely say a person’s name a couple of times before asking a question, to give that person time to start paying attention. Employees sometimes ask for something to be repeated and admit that they have not been listening, either making a joke out of it or just stating it without comment. In an interview, Hayden mimes what it is like to be distracted during a call and then to refocus:


And I’m as skilled as anybody else [at multitasking]. I’m like okay [looking at one thing on his desk], that’s okay [looking at another thing across the table], that’s—”I heard my name!” [laughs and sits up straight]



Interruptions occur routinely, even aside from calls and meetings. Employees are generally expected to be “green on IM,” which indicates that they are available on the internal chat system. Questions from coworkers and managers come in—nearly constantly for senior professionals in technical lead roles—via IM as well as in person and by email.21 Pinging someone on IM is preferred by many because it feels less formal than email, which automatically creates an electronic paper trail of the discussion. But IM is also understood as a real time exchange (or synchronous, in the terminology of communications scholars). So an IM question is expected to be answered almost immediately, particularly if the person being contacted is marked as being green. Coworkers also stop by their colleagues’ cubes to talk, although those old-fashioned interruptions vary depending on how the team is split across office locations and cities.22

Quick responses are expected in many work groups even when the technical issues are not actually urgent. For example, Monica manages a team of IT architects who do big-picture planning regarding the next technical systems. These workers would not be involved in responding to technical outages or other crises, and Monica is unusually flexible regarding where her employees work. Yet she expects a quick response—under 15 minutes—whenever she pings an employee by IM, unless she knows that person is in a specific meeting or training session.

Employees and managers realize that these work patterns are not efficient and sometimes complain that the best time to do their “real work” is in the evenings and nights. They can plan the new application, write the code, or summarize data from test cases when there are fewer interruptions and fewer scheduled meetings. But high workloads push employees to try to cram more work in whenever they can, during the day too. So employees and managers continue to multitask and interrupt others in the hopes that they will be able to make it through all they are asked to do.23



Conventional Expectations for Face Time

In many work groups, the expectation of being available outside of standard daytime hours comes on top of requirements to be in the office from at least 9 to 5. In other words, new technologies and globally distributed work processes mean many employees and managers are living with a new model where work stretches across time and space, and yet are also constrained by the old model that rewards “face time” and being visible to one’s manager and other people higher in the hierarchy. Old rigidities of the workday are overlaid with new expectations of unbounded work, contributing to overload.24

Kathleen, a development manager who is working on a high-profile project, describes the way face time works:


There’s definitely an expectation that as long as the boss is here, I need to stay … It has this ripple effect. If my boss is still here at 6:30 [p.m.], I’m still here. And then my team feels like they still need to be here. And so that’s definitely a cultural thing.



Kathleen believes there is a risk for those who leave earlier than expected, even if they are getting their work done.


If somebody’s going home consistently at 4 o’clock, they’re a target. They’re a target for a layoff. You know, or “They’re not doing their job,” or they’re [pause]. Even if they put in an eight-hour day.



We cannot say whether those with less face time are actually more likely to be laid off—but those concerns drive employees’ behavior and managers’ expectations of what is appropriate for their subordinates.25 Kathleen’s team had just worked late nights—both in the office and then later at home—for several weeks to meet a deadline. When we asked whether her subordinates could take time off during the day to recover some of the time spent working late at night or in the early morning, Kathleen responds, with some regret:


No. And that’s the only thing. It’s not that I tell them they can’t, but if they did, it would make them stand out. You know, ’cause nobody else does. So we don’t manage that very well. We expect them to be here all day no matter what is going on early in the morning or late at night.



Kathleen’s team is not unusual. Many professional and managerial workers work at home in addition to full, regular workweeks in the office. Mary Noonan and Jennifer Glass analyze two nationally representative data sets and find that “telecommuting is not being predominately used as a substitute for working onsite during the first 40 hours worked per week.”26 In other words, options to work at home are often used to extend the workweek among those facing high workloads, rather than the time worked at home replacing time worked in the office.

Another manager, Austin, who reports to the same vice president as Kathleen, informally grants time off to compensate for long hours and allows his employees to work at home, even though his vice president dislikes the practice. His boss assumes those working at home are “goofing off,” according to Austin, but he sees it differently:


Yet, really, in a job like we’ve got—especially when you’re on call and you’re up all night—you can’t be expected to come and sit in the office all day.



Early in our study, senior managers at TOMO convey doubt when employees choose to work at home during the official workday—but the very same employees are routinely pushed to work at home at night, in the early mornings, and over weekends. Austin sees this collision of the “old-school” organizational culture and the new expectations of being on call and “up all night” as unrealistic. His solution is to allow his employees to do things differently—what we call flexibility as accommodation—rather than to challenge the predominant expectations about the way his team should work. For employees who have a less supportive manager than Austin, rigid face-time expectations amplify the exhaustion from putting in long hours and being nearly constantly available, making the sense of overload even starker.




Implications of Overload for Health and Well-Being

Why does overload matter? The quotes in this chapter make it clear that intensive work practices and overload are burdensome and frustrating for employees and managers. These practices also have real implications for health and well-being, for personal and family life, and for organizational performance.

Management scholars Joel Goh, Jeffrey Pfeffer, and Stefanos Zenios recently synthesized what is known about work “exposures” and health. Scholars have long known that those who earn more tend, on average, to have better health, but what else matters besides pay? Goh, Pfeffer, and Zenios identify ten specific work conditions that predict poor health, as measured by self-reported ratings of physical health and mental health, having a chronic condition or illness that has been diagnosed by a doctor, and mortality. Our professional and managerial sample at TOMO is hit by at least six of the ten detrimental work conditions. Four of those hazards have been discussed: long work hours (per week), longer work shifts or work times spilling into possible recovery time, high demands that prompt working fast and feeling under pressure, and a sense of limited control over how the work unfolds and how it fits with the rest of your life. Two more work hazards are also quite evident among these professionals and managers. Work–family conflicts are common, as we describe in the next section, and job insecurity takes center stage when we ask why these employees work so intensively.27

The research tying certain work conditions to poor health would not be surprising to the professionals and managers at TOMO. They are living it every day. Their stories help bring these health hazards to life, showing us how intensive work translates into real consequences for health and well-being.28


Overload and Poor Health Behaviors, Chronic Conditions, and Health Crises

Melissa, a testing manager, tells us that her team often talks about the health implications of their jobs:


About not having enough time to work out anymore or enough time to get good rest, or eat right. So everybody’s complaining about putting on extra weight [laughs].



She goes on to mention how her employees choose sleep over working out and rarely find the time to make and bring healthy food to work.


They grab and go or they run across the street. And I’m guilty of it too. I mean we’ve commiserated about it … I know my blood pressure is high.



At the time of this interview, Melissa routinely works over 60 hours a week and gets between 200 and 500 emails a day. She coordinates closely with offshore workers, mainly in India. She is on conference calls early most mornings (usually 5 a.m.) and works in the office from her first call until at least 5 p.m. She also has less frequent nighttime calls and works many weekends, because new software programs or applications launch (meaning they go live on the network) then. Melissa shares that the last time she “hit the exercise machine” was before her team got the applications that left them overwhelmed for the last year. Unfortunately, about two years after our first interview with Melissa, she had a stroke she describes as “blood-pressure induced.” She went on disability leave but did not recover enough to return, and so she was forced to retire early, in her mid-fifties.29

Work stress makes it harder to stick to healthy habits and to avoid bad habits. Casey, a white married woman in her thirties, finds it hard to stick to her exercise plan and eat healthy—even though she identifies as an avid athlete and a “recovering workaholic” who is trying to keep work hours under control these days. She also admits that “happy hour is a problem” at times of high job stress, because she will “want a drink after work.” Sylvia is a white woman in her early fifties who works about 50 hours a week and supervises about fifteen employees. She smokes, though previously she had quit smoking for three years.


Every single time I’ve quit, what does bring me back to smoking is job stress. Every single time. Without a doubt.



Sylvia, and others who smoke at TOMO and in other workplaces we have observed, seem to value the smoking break as well as enjoying smoking itself. Because meetings run into each other, workloads are high, and questions come in constantly, Sylvia and others routinely skip lunch.


So when I am really stressed, I just get up and go outside [for a cigarette]. And that’s my habit.



Monica is the manager mentioned earlier who expects her employees to respond to her pings within 15 minutes, yet this white woman in her fifties feels the burden of these work practices herself. Monica jumps in before the interviewer can even ask the question of how work affects her personally or with regard to health. She links her work practices to her health and the transformation of her body:30


I can tell you the toll it’s taken on me in the last two years. I’m on six pills now [listing the medications]. I’m seeing a cardiologist now [chuckles].

I have seen a chiropractor. He said, “You’re in IT, aren’t you?” I said, “Yes. How do you know?” [And he responded:] “From the way that you hold your head, your neck, and the stress internalized physically in your body.”



Our survey of almost 1,000 TOMO employees and managers confirms what these interviews suggest. Reporting overload (by agreeing or strongly agreeing that there is not enough time to do their job) and working more than 50 hours per week both predict worse mental health. Overloaded employees and those working longer hours report significantly greater burnout, stress, and psychological distress (how often someone feels sad, nervous, restless, hopeless, worthless, and that everything is an effort).31 Unpredictable schedules and always-on availability for work also affect well-being. Specifically, employees who describe their schedule as variable but feel they have little choice in their work hours also report significantly higher burnout, stress, and psychological distress. Not surprisingly, these employees have lower job satisfaction and are more likely to be planning to leave the firm soon.32



Overload and Sleep

Many professionals and managers recognize the toll on their health is partly due to the way that their work affects their sleep. Recall Sherwin’s reflections on his work patterns and limited sleep before his heart attack, Randall’s resentment when he was only getting three hours a night to sleep (due to late-night calls), Jonathon’s recognition that pages and calls interrupt his wife’s sleep as well as his own, and Rebecca’s story about unexplained hives and needing medication to sleep. And those are just some of the sleep concerns we heard.

Pauline, a manager with about 150 employees and contractors who report to her, describes how limited sleep and limited time away from work affect her employees. She points out that people often push through a stressful week with the idea that they will relax, recover, and catch up over the weekend.


Well, my teams don’t have that … You never have the sensation that you are not on the clock.



Kavi, a South Asian man in his thirties and the father of two young children, describes how stretched hours and nighttime calls affect his own health and well-being. When we interview him, he has just returned from vacation. This year he decided to not check email while on vacation, and “believe it or not, I really slept well,” he says. Kavi’s relief was short-lived, though, because he had already been back on a late-night call and work worries were already affecting his sleep:


We had a really rough call with VPs [pulled in] on some issues. And then I just couldn’t sleep. I’m thinking this morning: there is a correlation with [that call]. I think it’s stress-related sleep.



Kavi connects his poor sleep to his distraction during the day:


There are times when I’m talking to myself … It’s just work-related stuff and my wife tells me, “Who are you talking to?”



Sleep issues are widespread in this professional workforce. Our Work, Family, & Health Study colleagues asked over 600 IT employees to wear actigraphy watches that measure sleep objectively and in detail, capturing both time sleeping and sleep interruptions. Nearly two-thirds (65%) show evidence of what scholars call “sleep deficiency.” Forty-one percent are awake at least 45 minutes after falling asleep the first time during a night, 18 percent are averaging less than 6.5 hours of sleep a night, and 22 percent respond to a survey question by saying they never or rarely feel rested upon waking. Some workers report two or three of those conditions.33

Our survey data also point to a connection between overload and sleep issues. Sixty-three percent of those who say they have too much work to do usually slept less than 6.5 hours, compared to 40 percent of those who do not feel that overload. Working 50 or more hours per week also makes it more likely to sleep less than 6.5 hours per night. And both subjective overload and long hours predict poor-quality sleep and greater difficulty getting to sleep.34




Implications of Overload for Family Relationships

Long work hours, always-on availability, and the need to put in face time in the office mean that work often spills over to affect personal life and family time. Both our survey of TOMO employees and managers and previous studies of other workforces demonstrate that those working longer hours and those reporting work overload report significantly greater interference or conflict from work to family life or personal life. They are also more likely to say they do not have enough time with their children, their spouse, or for their family to be together.35

What about the fourth dimension of work intensity that we have highlighted? Multitasking is quite also evident at home, and it too seems to affect interactions with family and friends. When these professionals and managers are home, phones may be buzzing with texts, pings from instant-messaging applications, and actual calls for more urgent matters, plus there is pressure to check the emails that are piling up. These overloaded professionals and managers end up splitting their attention between work and personal interactions even when they are physically at home, often annoying family members.

Consider Kunwar, a South Asian woman managing more than twenty employees who is married to another IT manager who works long hours himself. Kunwar’s preteen daughter is not satisfied with her mother’s presence because her attention is split.


And my daughter sometimes will be frustrated where she’ll scream and say, “You guys have very stressful jobs. You’re not talking to me.” Well, you know, I try to be with her, but I’m on email. And it sort of makes her frustrated.



Stella, a fifty-something manager of software developers, also describes split attention:


I do the very same thing, you know, sitting on the couch with the laptop, working while everyone else is in the family room doing whatever it is they’re doing. The good news is you’re there with them. The bad news is you’re half there and half doing something else.



We call this focus strain, in addition to the time strain that is understood to be a critical part of work–life challenges. Focus strain occurs when professionals and managers try to cope with high work demands by bringing work into family time and spaces.36 Tanay, the manager referenced in our opening story about Sherwin and a father and husband himself, describes how new technologies foster focus strain among his direct reports:


I get a lot of stories about people who get that [new message] and then their kids are talking to them and they sort of zone out. Their spouses and their kids get mad because they’re not paying attention, because they’re looking at this email that they got from their boss on the phone.



While these IT professionals and managers and their families may dislike this “normal unpredictability” of interruptions and unexpected work, it is now routine.37 Montgomery, a manager and a white man with grown children, explains that his employees are accustomed to long hours and long weeks:


We’ve got the working seven days a week straight stuff pretty much under control.



He says the “biggest impact” on family life comes from work that is “unplanned” and occurs on the weekends or nights. Thornton echoes this annoyance with unexpected work on the weekend, noting that this gets his employees “more fired up than anything.” He says they (and he) react quite differently to weekend work if they are warned it is likely on Thursday or Friday, as compared to getting a call on Saturday morning. Thornton feels that his time with his preteen daughter is fleeting, and he wants to be available to her for the “Daddy times” that are left.

Despite these frustrations, we hear a sense of resignation in our interviews. IT professionals and managers expect their work to be demanding and believe they must respond accordingly. New communication technologies mean that checking in on work after hours is routine. These professionals and managers have even trained family members (especially spouses) to accept this as part of their jobs. Joseph is a manager of a team of project managers (PMs), each of whom tracks and monitors the work of several different software development groups. He describes regular weekend work but says his employees’ families accept that:


Most of the employees kind of joke about it, about how their weekend is pretty much shot … Fortunately (at least this is what they tell me), their families understand that’s part of the job. It’s what PMs do.



Spouses just do not expect much unencumbered time, even though they may be deeply frustrated by the long hours, interrupted personal time, and chronic overload.38 The routine nature of extended work and work done at home, during official family time, is clear in Henry’s comment:


If I go home before 6:30, my kids are surprised. If they don’t see me on the computer over the weekend, they’re surprised, saying “Oh, you don’t have work now?”





Is There a Gender Story?

Too often, discussions of work intensity are framed primarily as a desire for better work–family balance. In recent years both the popular press stories and academic research have focused on role conflict (investigating how work and family responsibilities do not fit together), and that is certainly important. But we are now convinced that the more acute problem, which affects many people at all ages and life stages, is role overload.

Defining the problem correctly is important, because it affects who sees these issues as relevant and how broad a coalition might be mobilized to seek solutions. Work–family and work–life concerns are generally understood in many organizations, in popular culture, and sometimes also in academic research as women’s issues.39 But it is not just women (mothers, wives, or caregiving daughters specifically) or women and some involved fathers whose health, happiness, and personal lives are affected by escalating demands, long work hours, and expectations of working full days in the office while also being responsive nights, mornings, and weekends. The burden is felt even by single men like Randall, who resents how work intrudes into his personal time, affects his sleep, and poisons his feelings toward his company.

Both women and men are hit by today’s always-on work world. Among TOMO IT professionals who are not in a supervisory role, women and men are equally likely to put in at least 50 hours of paid work each week, equally likely to work at least 10 hours a week during nights or early mornings, and equally likely to work at least 4 weekend days per month. Women who are managers average 49 hours per week, and male managers average 50 hours per week. So the women working in these IT positions at TOMO are working in ways that are very similar to the men working in the same types of jobs in this firm.

Despite the broad reach of intensive work practices for the men and women working at TOMO, women seem to be hit harder than their male counterparts. Our survey data reveals gender differences in reports of subjective overload. Among IT professionals, 36 percent of men agree or strongly agree that there is not enough time to get their job done, while 48 percent of women do. Among IT managers, 40 percent of men report overload and fully 74 percent of women managers do.

Why would this be, when our interviews reveal that many men report being overloaded and exhausted, as we have shared earlier, and when work hours, nonstandard hours, and weekend hours are similar? One possibility is that there are gender differences in the willingness to report stress or strain in surveys. Women consistently report more stress, distress, and depression in surveys that include well-being and mental health questions (and that is true in our TOMO sample as well).40 A question about having not enough time to get a job done may prompt a gendered social desirability bias in which respondents, perhaps unconsciously, adjust their responses to meet social expectations. Men face strong cultural expectations to be fully committed to work and successful breadwinners, and our culture’s emotional rules link masculinity to stoicism. So men may be less likely to admit—both to the field interviewer conducting the survey and perhaps to themselves—that they are overwhelmed by any aspect of work or that they find it difficult to do their jobs.41

Another possibility is that women’s greater overload reflects differences in their total workload—capturing both paid and unpaid labor.
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