Working Smart 

Technology has made it easier to work not only 9 to 5 at the office, but at all hours, from anywhere—home, your car, or your child’s soccer game. Many Americans are working longer and harder and ending up feeling overworked instead of caught up. In response, companies and individual workers use several strategies to design a better workday or workweek.   

In a culture that traditionally has valued hard work and personal initiative, is it really a problem to work too much?  Yes, says Ellen Galinsky of the Families and Work Institute. “People who are highly overworked are much more likely to be depressed and experience stress than people who aren’t.” Her group found that you are more likely to feel overworked if you hold a demanding and hectic job, you multi-task much of the time, or you’re doing work that you think is of low value, of little consequence, or a waste of time. Feeling overworked also results from not using all your allotted vacation time. More than one third of Americans don’t. Ms. Galinsky said people who worked on their vacation were much more likely to come back drained than people who actually took time off. Extra work can actually make your job tougher. The Families and Work Institute study showed that employees under pressure are more likely to make mistakes at work, feel anger toward bosses, and resent co-workers who don’t put in the hours they do.

How much are Americans working? More than 31 percent of college-educated men are putting in 50 or more hours a week at work, up from 22 percent in 1980. Of college-educated women, 16 percent put in 50+ work weeks, up from 11 percent in 1980. The number of hours worked in white-collar jobs is growing, despite a 70-percent boost in productivity spurred by technology. That’s different from what happened in the past, when increased productivity translated to a shorter work week. The paradox is that technology is improving the ways in which we work and communicate, but also producing more work in handling all the communication. In a McKinsey & Co. survey of 8,000 managers, 40 percent said they spend a half day or even a full day each week dealing with useless e-mails and other communication they don’t need. One fourth of them said their voice mail, e-mail, and meetings calendars are unmanageable. 

The idea of the “workday” has blurred for many employees, who never totally leave their job each day. 

The Internet, home computers, laptops, fax machines, Blackberries, and cell phones connect employees to their jobs around the clock. Many people can’t resist checking work e-mails at home, even if doing so eats into family and personal time. The workday stretches even further if you’re “time-zoned,” a situation common for employees of global companies. Conversations and conference calls with co-workers or clients across the ocean have wiped out ordinary workday boundaries for these employees. Their work cuts across so many time zones that 18-hour workdays become routine.1
Some companies are coming up with solutions to the time-management crunch. Once every three months Dow Corning has a “no-meetings week,” with a break from all nonessential internal meetings. The meeting-free week enables employees to reduce travel and to work without interruption. IBM started “ThinkFridays,” a block of afternoon time free of nonessential meetings and interruptions. Programmers, spread across three continents, started using that Friday afternoon time to research new technologies or work on papers or patents. IBM vice president says ThinkFridays gives “a mental break from the endless phone calls, e-mail, and instant messages” and helps employees to finish at least some of the work that tends to get pushed into nights or weekends.2 

Besides company-sponsored time-management initiatives, employees can develop some strategies of their own. Oft-heard advice to employees is to work smarter, not harder. But how? One way is to use the early part of your workday, when your mental acuity is sharpest, to tackle some of your most challenging tasks. The first third of the day is usually the most productive. Leave more routine tasks like checking e-mails, opening mail, and making phone calls for later in the day. Also, build in buffers to give yourself a breather between different activities. Getting organized is crucial to boosting productivity. If you’re not organized, you are costing your employer money and increasing your stress. Spending time digging up addresses, opening stacked-up mail, or trying to find files in a big pile wastes time and takes focus away from building a business or producing revenue. Professionals who can’t seem to get organized on their own might consider hiring an experienced organizer to come in and put their offices in order.  

One of the best stress-reducing strategies is to really take time off work. Employees should screen calls and resist reading e-mails during at-home time, and have weekly family meetings to solve conflicts between hours on the job and family schedules and obligations. Very importantly, take that vacation to come back refreshed.  

Questions for Discussion

1. What kinds of reward systems would you recommend for companies, like IBM and Dow Corning that employ highly-educated, highly-skilled workers? Why?

2. What are some ways companies can help employees work smarter, not harder?
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