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This book is dedicated to my wonderful children,
Genevieve and Sebastian – hopefully they will never have to
work the hours their father did – and to my mother,
Barbara, who always worried about it.






‘The countries and organizations that can crack the code of the four-day week first could build a competitive advantage, if they can implement it in a way that maximises the well-being benefit on the longer term while minimizing the short-term rise in labour and operational costs.’


Ben Laker and Thomas Roulet
Harvard Business Review, August 2019







INTRODUCTION


The Most Dangerous Man on the Plane




Some 55 years after the US Federal Aviation Administration launched the first in-flight security programme and instigated the practice of populating random flights with highly trained air marshals in civilian garb, a man boards a plane in Auckland, bound for Doha. It is close to Christmas, and warm in the Antipodes, but his final destination is the 4 p.m. winter dusk of London. He carries with him a clean British passport, a laptop and a folder of papers.


Though he is not armed with any conventional weapon, and he slips easily through the scanners with his possessions, he will be the most dangerous passenger on the 17-hour flight. What he does on that plane will generate thousands of news reports and social media posts in dozens of countries in the year after flight QR921 lands in the Qatar capital. As the aircraft touches down, no one yet knows what has been unleashed. Unapprehended, he travels onward.





That man was me. I promise I meant no harm. On the face of it, I had no reason to do what I did. I had lived a good life to that point. I had the privilege of a fine education, first at the University of Cambridge and then at the coalface of global high finance. I had two extraordinary children and an amazingly supportive partner. I was the founder of a thriving trustee company in New Zealand, a country so physically beautiful, culturally diverse and rich with opportunity that anyone who can make a home there has all but won the lottery of life. I could indulge in my pastimes – collecting art, working to restore a classic yacht, growing grapes and making wine on an island in the Hauraki Gulf.


I was all set. Then I disrupted everything.


I boarded the flight with the seemingly innocuous item that would change my life and many others’ – an issue of the Economist containing a report on two studies of office workers in Canada and the United Kingdom, all of whom worked a standard five-day week. The research found that employees were productive for only 1.5 to 2.5 hours of a typical eight-hour day.


As a business owner responsible for some 240 people, I was gobsmacked. I thought about it and realised that although we did have measurements of output for different roles and business units, these metrics were by no means ubiquitous, and it was possible – even likely – some of my employees were only productive for a couple of hours a day. I worked out the maths. My theory was if each of my employees was productive for an average of about 2.5 hours per day, then as an employer I only needed to claw back 40 more productive minutes per day to get the same output from staff in a four-day week as in a five-day week. If I succeeded, productivity would remain steady and so would profitability. What I could not predict was how a ‘free’ day off each week might affect staff well-being and attitudes.


This was the inception of what we now call the 100-80-100 rule. Staff receive 100 per cent of their contractual compensation and need to work only 80 per cent of the time, provided they deliver 100 per cent of the agreed productivity. When I first emailed my human resources director about my brainwave she assumed I was joking, and deleted it. A few weeks later, back in New Zealand, I assured her I was serious, and we set about investigating which leaders had already espoused the benefits of the four-day week. Surely there was nothing new under the sun?


As it transpired, my version of the four-day week was a new idea, as what we were proposing had never been precisely tested. Many companies had experimented with the standard model of full-time work by, for example, compressing forty hours into four days or offering workers reduced hours alongside salary cuts. But the 100-80-100 calculus, with its emphasis on productivity and not just work-life balance, constituted a grand experiment which even most of my own leadership team regarded as impracticable and absurd.


As I explored the four-day week concept further, I was faced with a conundrum: how could we implement a four-day week without significant adverse implications for the business if it went wrong? After all, I had external investors and an independent board of directors who I knew would view the whole idea with a degree of suspicion. It was at that point we decided on a trial of the four-day week, backed up by independent researchers so I had hard evidence to support the validity and viability of the model.


We knew the trial should be of sufficient length to provide good data for the research and our own analysis. Initially we settled upon six weeks, but this was quickly extended to eight weeks as it was felt two full months (and two full processing cycles) would deliver more robust data.


The company’s eight-week trial, which was propelled by the goodwill of our staff and tracked diligently by two university researchers, yielded a large pool of data. I became certain of one thing: the five-day week is a nineteenth-century construct that is not fit for purpose in the twenty-first century.


My conviction on that point is the reason I have written this book. I have placed the four-day week in the context of the world of work as it is today. Despite significant technological improvements over the last few decades, the rise of the internet and social media to form a hyperconnected world, and new business models which have disintermediated established companies and industries, there have not been corresponding advances in overall productivity. Equally, while the benefits of these new models are enjoyed by consumers, there has not been a commensurate improvement in the working conditions of employees, with work-related stress swelling to almost epidemic proportions across the whole of the developed and developing worlds.1


Of course, I cannot credibly argue that the work conditions of the Fourth Industrial Revolution are more dire than the soot-thickened air of the First, but as the global population grows, the middle class swells and pressure on resources intensifies, there is an urgent need to change – in quite an extreme way – how we work, if we are to get the best out of people and commerce, and begin to relieve the strain on ourselves and our planet.


For those familiar with the four-day week concept, this book presents practical guidelines for its trial and implementation, details the benefits of a productivity-focused, reduced-hour week, and examines the obstacles to its widespread adoption and how we might overcome them.


As for the man on the plane, he is still pinching himself. It is hard to believe that the events of the last year took place. Far from being widely rejected as unfeasible, our four-day week story catalysed one of the most astonishing years of my life, and started a global conversation about the future of work.


It made the agenda at the World Economic Forum in Davos. I found myself a media subject in many countries; in TV interviews by, among others, American, British, Japanese, Ukrainian and French networks, and on radio stations from Canada to South Africa. Traditional and online outlets pounced on the topic, and audiences responded. At one point, the Perpetual Guardian four-day week was the most-read story in the New York Times after the Trump/Putin summit.


A simple idea prompted by a news report morphed into a debate that has so far reached people in 75 countries and is gaining traction as dozens of companies stage trials and begin to contribute to the evidence base. Meanwhile, the four-day week is being seriously discussed by governments and policymakers and has already been adopted by organisations such as the Trades Union Congress and the Green Party and the Labour Party in the United Kingdom. As I write, the Russian Parliament has started to draft legislation for the gradual implementation of a four-day week across the country.


It is very humbling, and heartening, to think this idea might have a small role to play in making the world a better, healthier place – but I can say for sure that it has long since outgrown a simple trial in a small South Pacific country.


It is my wish that business leaders, policymakers, workers’ unions and climate and equal pay campaigners will collectively recognise the value of the four-day week movement and put their energy into bringing our work practices into the twenty-first century. This book is written as a simple guide to the rationale and implementation of the four-day week.


I hope it helps.


Andrew Barnes
Auckland, New Zealand
December 2019




CHAPTER ONE


The World of Work As It Is Today


THE WORKING LIFE


Listen to the lyrics of Bruce Springsteen and you will be transported back to an era when work outside the home was masculine and predominantly manual, with a schedule ruled by the factory whistle. In some ways little had changed since the First Industrial Revolution. Throughout the nineteenth century, workers toiled for long hours, often until they dropped – and from an early age. They also worked predominantly in one job, often for one company, the luckiest or the most capable rising through the ranks on the shop floor or in the management office until they retired (or expired). The only sabbatical was a tour of duty in khaki or blue.


It was only as labour organised that the work week shortened. In the 1870s, full-time work generally consisted of 60 to 70 hours per week, or 3,000-plus hours a year. With the strengthening of the labour movement, increasing affluence and technological advances in the decades after World War II, in most developed countries the average working week settled at around 40 hours.1


While this gradual downward trend has continued in Germany, where the trade union IG Metall recently won the right to a 28-hour week for 900,000 workers,2 and France, which famously has a mandated 35-hour week, it has reversed in the United States and the United Kingdom, where hours have risen since the turn of the millennium. Statistics published by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 2018 place the US near the top of developed countries for hours worked per year – 1,786, nearly 250 hours more than the UK. Germany clocked the lowest annual hours, at 1,363.*3,4,5


Meanwhile, work as a social and economic construct is becoming less stable among several demographics, especially school leavers and those over 50. The New World Order, a 2017 report by the Foundation for Young Australians (FYA), identified that one in three Australians under the age of 25 are unemployed or underemployed; 70 per cent of young people will enter the labour market in jobs that will soon be automated or not exist at all; and one-third of jobs created in Australia over the past 25 years have been in temporary work, part-time work or self-employment. While some of these jobs are in developing industries with good prospects, many are less secure, such as work in call or distribution centres linked to online retailers, and these roles will soon be replaced by artificial intelligence, automation and robotics.


A major conclusion of the report is that Australian workers are at risk of losing their minimum wage, insurance and leave entitlements – that is, the basic protections won and entrenched over decades of labour organisation.6 And in this, they are not alone.


Yet employment uncertainty is not just the province of youth. At the other end of the age spectrum, a report by the San Francisco Federal Reserve based on the largest age-discrimination study ever conducted found that older workers are being excluded even from low-skilled jobs. To test their hypothesis that age discrimination was a broad trend in the US, the researchers created 40,000 fake CVs for 13,000 genuine positions. The outcomes led them to conclude that ‘[t]here is a distinct pattern of callback rates being highest for the young applicants, lower for the middle-aged applicants, and lowest for the old applicants . . . [and] women face worse age discrimination than men’, possibly because ‘the effects of aging on physical appearance are evaluated more harshly for women than for men’.7


This represents a considerable challenge as longer life expectancy, combined with often inadequate retirement savings, forces individuals to keep working long after the traditional age of retirement.
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Even for those in steady employment, the working life is unrecognisable from just a couple of decades ago. The advent of the internet and smartphone has reformed and redefined our relationship with work. A 2015 poll of white-collar American workers commissioned by Adobe Systems Inc found the respondents spent 6.3 hours a day checking emails, with more than nine in ten checking personal emails at work and nearly as many monitoring business emails outside working hours. Thirty per cent logged in to check emails before even getting out of bed in the morning, and half did so while on holiday.8


Arguably, for many people the time we now spend connected to work in the evenings and weekends and while on leave has made obsolete the rule of ‘business hours’, and replaced it with a state of perma-working reflected in our patterns of internet usage. According to Ofcom, the UK communications services regulator, by 2018 consumers were reporting spending an average of 24 hours a week online, twice as much as a decade ago, with one in five adults spending up to 40 hours a week on the internet. Fifteen per cent of contributors to the Ofcom report said smartphones made them feel they were always at work, 54 per cent admitted smartphone usage interrupted face-to-face conversations with friends and family, and 43 per cent said they spent too much time online.9


The intrusion of work into personal time not only disrupts normal family activity and limits the thinking, relaxing and recharging workers were previously able to do in their downtime, but the health ramifications can also be severe. Occupational psychologist Dr Christine Grant told the BBC, ‘The negative impacts of this “always-on” culture are that your mind is never resting, you’re not giving your body time to recover, so you’re always stressed. And the more tired and stressed we get, the more mistakes we make. Physical and mental health can suffer.’10 It comes as no surprise that stress and mental health issues (often work-related) can be viewed as a modern pandemic.


Today, the quality, length and intensity of the working life is determined by either employment legislation or labour organisation. If the former is eroded, evaded or disregarded, and the latter is a spent force, the worker is on his or her own. Historically, organised labour was a leading determinant of working hours, achieving milestones such as the eight-hour day and the five-day week. And, tellingly, the UK and US, in contrast to the nations of continental Europe, now have relatively disempowered trade union movements.


In Chapter Three we will explore in depth how the gig economy and Agile work practices have emerged as the corporate response to this disempowerment, not mandated by government but grandfathered into the existing employment framework. The advent of the gig economy, operating outside established labour legislation, has allowed companies to exploit so-called personal contracts, often paying workers below the minimum wage and depriving them of standard benefits, while forcing them to work longer hours to cover their living costs.


To add to this, the productivity value of the gig economy is often not reflected in local GDP because multinational owners shunt profits offshore. The services, for example Uber driving or delivery or shared employment spaces, are often provided at a loss in order to grab market share, and are subsidised by capital investment – and there is plenty of capital chasing a limited number of opportunities.


Because the widespread practice of profit exportation is permitted by the exploitation of tax loopholes in many territories, this model often drives traditional service providers out of business and weakens the local contribution of businesses to central and local government revenues. The tax generated by the local activities does not then cover the cost to the country of providing and maintaining the necessary infrastructure to fully support commercial enterprise and sustain a thriving economy.


The early impact of the still-emergent gig economy, sold on the promise of ‘work when you want’, includes a lengthening of worktimes back towards the first industrial period, evoking the image of huddled masses waiting at the factory gates. It may also preface an extension of the working life itself, not just because of lengthening life expectancy but also owing to the need for wages to top up inadequate savings pots and to meet escalating healthcare costs.


Meanwhile, the move towards agile work practices, disinter-mediation and automation of basic roles within higher-paying professions is exerting similar pressures on employees. In these arenas, success often hinges on a willingness to focus solely on work to the complete exclusion of family life and outside pursuits. My personal experience in the finance industry, part of which I will explore in the next chapter, is testament to this. Without intervention such as a legislative cap on all participants, those who take time out for leisure or family reasons risk losing opportunities for career advancement to those who sacrifice everything else in the pursuit of glory. There can be particularly severe ramifications for people – women, disproportionately – who step off the career ladder to raise a family or care for aging relatives.


Bruce Springsteen is still a son of working-class New Jersey, but his well-earned privilege now sets him apart from the blue-collar strivers, one of them his own father, who inspired much of his songwriting. He knows, and has conveyed in his music, that work is a defining force of human life, and when it goes wrong – when we do too much of it, or it’s back-breaking or soul-crushing, or we can’t get it when we need it – the distress can be profound. Extrapolate this across a society, and we find that many of our biggest challenges, from climate change to physical and mental illness to family dysfunction, have elements of their genesis in how we work today.


WORK AND FAMILY


Sheryl Sandberg, the second in command at Facebook, tells a story about her earlier years at Google, when she routinely worked from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. After her first child was born, she wanted to get home from work while he was still awake. She began leaving the office before 7 p.m., covering her tracks by using tricks like draping a jacket over the back of her chair.


‘The subterfuge continued for years’ according to a 2017 Bloomberg profile of Sandberg. ‘Then in 2012, about a month before Facebook’s initial public offering, she admitted to a reporter she regularly left work at 5.30. The revelation blared across multiple news outlets. Sandberg worried she would be lectured or fired. Instead, her brazenness was heralded by other female professionals. The women of the legal team at Yahoo! Inc sent her flowers with a card saying that they, too, were leaving at 5.30.’11


This kind of juggling act, necessary even for someone as privileged and relatively insulated, professionally speaking, as Sandberg, is familiar to millions of working people, whether their manoeuvring is in service of caring for children or aging parents or their own mental or physical health. The world of work is now framed by the most diverse family structures in human history. Fertility rates have declined to the point where almost no OECD country has a birth rate above the population replacement rate of two children per woman. As household sizes shrink, the proportion of women in the workforce is higher than ever before; men and women are starting families later in life; and far more women – at least 20 per cent, and up to 40 per cent, of those aged 20 to 49 in European OECD countries – are living in households with no children.12


Meanwhile, marriage rates have fallen across the OECD, from 8.1 marriages per 1,000 people in 1970 to 5.0 in 2009, and divorce rates have risen. According to the OECD, ‘[t]he decline in marriage rates is related to the emergence of more non-traditional family forms, including relationships that involve partners keeping their own place of residency, “weekend-relationships”, “living apart together” and civil partnerships. Cohabitation is increasing, and because there are more people cohabiting before marriage, people are older when they marry . . . In almost all countries across the OECD the younger generation (aged 20–34) is more likely to be cohabiting than the previous generation at the same age.’13 In all likelihood this reflects two common themes. In many countries the affordability of housing has declined markedly – and where unmarried individuals could previously have afforded to rent or purchase their own home, now two incomes are necessary. Additionally, there is now a widespread view that marriage is no longer a prerequisite for starting a family.


Detailed projections produced by some OECD countries predict changes in household structures in 2025 to 2030, with the number of one-person households predicted to grow in every country for which projections are available, and with estimated increases of up to 73 per cent in Australia, 71 per cent in New Zealand and 60 per cent in the UK.14 The sole-parent families’ share of all households with children is likewise expected to rise, as is the number of couples with no children.15


An OECD assessment of the position of women juggling the demands of work and home life is validated by Sandberg’s story of leaving her jacket on the chair, and drives home the point that women are often perceived by employers to be a poorer long-term choice:




Employers are aware that mothers have to make work and family choices. In fact, many employers expect women, regardless of their level of educational attainment, to withdraw (at least temporarily) from the labour force upon marriage and/or childbirth, and are therefore more likely to consider women less committed to their career than men. As a result, employers are less likely to invest in female workers and their career prospects. To some extent this is a vicious circle: as female workers have limited incentives to pursue a career if they perceive the likelihood of moving upwards to be more limited than for men, they are more likely to leave the labour force, thus reinforcing the stereotype. These features apply to most OECD labour markets to some degree.16





This negative attitude to an effective balance between work and home life also affects male employees. Seeing how their female colleagues are disadvantaged as they attempt to walk the tightrope between home and work reinforces the view that men who work full-time cannot contribute meaningfully to household and family duties lest it adversely affect their careers. Inevitably, families must recognise the economics of such decisions, and men – who are usually earning more than their female partners – remain working full-time, thus reinforcing the gender pay gap and unequal division of labour at home.


The Sandberg anecdote is revelatory not only for how female workers can feel caught in a no-woman’s-land between work and home, but also for what it tells us about how the productivity of a worker is typically measured. How on Earth can a parent who began her work day at 7 a.m. be perceived as committing an act of ‘brazenness’ by leaving 10.5 hours later to attend to her young child?


Nowhere in the story is it suggested there was any decline in the value of Sandberg’s contribution to the business because she shaved a few hours off her work week without permission from HR. Indeed, the fact no one noticed until she made her media confession suggests her productivity was unaffected by a shortened day in the office.


In fairness, Sandberg is probably an outlier. She is one of the highest-achieving women in the history of tech, not an industry known for having a healthy gender balance. But in making a public admission about her work schedule and her fears about her employer’s response, Sandberg unwittingly revealed one of the truths about work in the modern digital age: very few employers know how to measure output, so they gauge an employee’s value by the number of hours they spend at their desk.


THE PRODUCTIVITY PROBLEM


With fewer people working on assembly lines and more of us working at laptops, a measurement of productivity based upon the number of hours an individual spends at a desk each day is problematic for a host of reasons, not least how it rewards the hyperconnectedness that is proving disruptive to normal social and family activities.


What do we talk about when we talk about productivity? The UK’s Independent newspaper provides a simple definition:




It refers to the amount of work produced either per worker or per hour worked. So if a baker produces 10 loaves of bread in an hour’s work, his personal bread-making productivity would be 10 loaves per hour. In the context of the entire economy, productivity refers to the amount of GDP (the value of all goods and services) output in a period of time divided by all the hours worked by all the workers in the economy over that same time period.17





A complicating factor is that for the many workers who are not responsible for the output of tangible goods for direct sale, their employers have to calculate a) what constitutes worker output; and b) what is an appropriate amount of output, or productivity, per worker per day. The Economist article that was the seed of my four-day week cited studies showing British workers were productive for an average of 2.5 hours and Canadian workers for as little as 1.5 hours of a standard eight- or nine-hour work day.


A 2017 UK survey of nearly 2,000 full-time office workers found the average time spent working is 2 hours and 53 minutes each day (a slightly more generous tally than the average cited in the Economist), with workers also spending time using social media and reading news websites, making personal calls and texts, talking to co-workers about non-work-related matters, searching for new jobs, taking smoke breaks and preparing food and drinks.18


The fact the employers of these workers apparently were not questioning the true level of output from people who were presenting for a full work week of 37 to 40 hours demonstrates that many leaders have little grasp of the productivity – whether actual or theoretical – of those working for them.


When asked, ‘Do you consider yourself to be productive throughout the entire working day?’, 79 per cent of respondents to the survey said no, and 54 per cent said the distractions listed above made the working day ‘more bearable’.19


The latter comment is starkly revealing of the effects of work-related stress; those with longer commutes or who work in companies or industries with an expectation of after-hours connectivity might use such extracurricular activities as a form of downtime they cannot otherwise get.


DRIVEN TO DISTRACTION


It is hard to escape the impression that, in swelling numbers across the developed world, workers are being led into a locked room, escape from which can only be triggered by an exceptional event – a windfall like a lottery win or a large inheritance.


In New Zealand, where the house-price-to-income ratio is the third highest globally, after Canada and Ireland,20 workers in Auckland, the largest and most expensive city in which to buy or rent property, have been fleeing to the provinces in such numbers that schools are now building houses and setting up on-site gyms and childcare services to attract and retain staff.21


Certainly the extreme shifts in work and family care patterns have been accompanied by a rise in the cost of living in developed countries, with skyrocketing housing costs to the fore. In the last five years, house prices in major cities have increased by an average of 35 per cent. The president of the Los Angeles Business Council, Mary Leslie, drove home the effect of house price and corresponding rent rises for the city’s workers: ‘There will be a breaking point for employees forced to choose between sky-high rents, substandard conditions or long commutes . . . Housing is not a siloed issue – it has a domino effect far beyond the housing market.’22


With housing costs demanding a greater share of workers’ take-home pay, a new term has emerged: super-commuter. Across the US, one in thirty-six commuters – nearly 4 million people – meet this definition by spending 90 minutes or more travelling to work each day, mostly in large cities with strong economies.


A key driver, according to one analysis, is that ‘new housing is skewed towards the periphery of major cities, rather than urban cores and inner suburbs, forcing many workers to take on longer commutes in exchange for lower home prices.’23 Another report noted the long shadow of the global financial crisis as a factor in super-commuting; many workers who were affected by the 2008 crisis are reluctant to move.24


We have known for some time the debilitating effect of long-term commuting on human health. A 2001 scientific study of more than 400 German commuters, about 90 per cent of whom had trips of more than 45 minutes each way between work and home, found the proportion who reported pain, dizziness, exhaustion and severe sleep deprivation was twice as high as in a control group of non-commuters. The study’s leader described the group’s psychosomatic condition as ‘terrible’, and said among the long-distance travellers, ‘31 per cent of the men and 37 per cent of the women were, from a medical point of view, clearly in need of treatment’.25


Other studies, reported the Scientific American, ‘show that workers who use mass transit suffer from higher infection rates and that car drivers have a greater incidence of joint disease’.26


A separate sociological study of long-distance commuters, also in Germany, found almost 60 per cent of respondents had no time for friends or other social interests. Researchers at the University of Zurich’s Institute for Empirical Research in Economics surveyed several thousand German households annually from 1985 to 1998 and concluded that ‘for every minute longer a worker spends getting to work he will be less satisfied with his life’.27


The researchers calculated that between Germans who commuted two hours a day and those with an average commute of 40 minutes, the satisfaction difference was so great it would take a 40 per cent pay rise to compensate for the longer commuters’ unhappiness.28 Furthermore, the longer the commute, the less capacity the worker has to be productive, which can only enhance dissatisfaction.


We need hardly dwell on the damaging effects of mass commuting. Longer rides to work mean more congestion and more of its attendant problems. As a snapshot, in 2011 congestion cost Americans 5.5 billion more hours in travel time and an extra 2.9 billion gallons of fuel, with an overall price tag of $121 billion and 56 billion pounds of carbon dioxide emissions.29 That is one year in one country, with the effects of congestion measured on top of ordinary levels of time, fuel and emissions associated with commuting to work. Extrapolated across the developed world, the real costs are virtually incalculable.


IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH


Statistical data and anecdotal evidence are telling us work today, exacerbated by employers’ ‘always on’ expectation and the reluctance or inability of workers to escape the reach of technology, is not only crowding out other activities – it is actually making us sick. As work days are stretched by brutal commutes which deprive people of rest, family time and social time, the workplace itself has been identified as a common cause and intensifier of mental illness. This phenomenon is not exclusive to office workers but affects many in other fields, from the factory floor to classrooms, hospitals and retail stores.


In the UK, work-related stress, anxiety or depression now accounts for 57 per cent of all working days lost to ill health. The Society of Occupational Medicine reports that each year, about 400,000 UK workers report illness which they attribute to work-related stress.30 Between 2017 and 2018, 15.4 million working days were lost to mental illness connected with work, up from 12.5 million the previous year,31 racking up a lost output cost to employers and self-employed people of between £33.4 and £43 billion per year, and lost tax or national insurance revenue of between £10.8 and £14.4 billion per year.32


These statistics are not isolated but are broadly representative of what we are seeing in much of the world. A New Zealand Listener story on workplace depression and anxiety cited a 2016 London School of Economics study of eight countries (including the US, Mexico and Japan) which ‘examined the effect of depression on the workplace and the costs associated with both absenteeism and presenteeism (when you are at work but not functioning at your normal level). [The researcher] found it was a considerable issue for all the countries, regardless of their economic development, and collectively it was costing $246 billion a year.’33


The causes of mental health problems initiated or exacerbated by work are generally well understood. The World Health Organization identifies work-related risk factors for health as inadequate health and safety policies, poor communication and management practices, low levels of support for employees, inflexible working hours and unclear tasks or organisation objectives, in addition to low control over one’s area of work. The organisation notes that responsibility for tasks unsuited to the worker’s competencies or a high and unrelenting workload constitute risks, and bullying and psychological harassment are commonly reported causes of work-related stress and consequent psychological and physical problems.34
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A large study of nearly 70,000 mid-life workers by the Black Dog Institute bears this out, finding ‘people experiencing higher job demands, lower job control and more job strain were at greater odds of developing mental illness by age 50, regardless of sex or occupation’.35


If we were to freeze-frame the world of work as it is today, the picture would be one of enormous economic output at an equally vast human and environmental cost. People are arguably more connected to work – and in many cases overworked – than they have ever been, and weightier workloads are having a crushing effect. Meanwhile, individual productivity is affected by workplace structures which reward presenteeism, not output, and by the macroeconomic influences driving up commuting times and separating families for nearly all of the day’s waking hours. Some power, at least, must be in the hands of workers – so what are they trying to do about it?
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