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Intensity of work in UK falls as computers get easier to use, says research
British workers are working at a slower pace than they were in 1995 says new research, and the introduction of user-friendly computers may be the reason. 

Dr Brendan Burchell told the British Sociological Association’s Work, Employment and Society conference in Brighton today [Wednesday, 8 September] that between 1995 and 2005 the proportion of time UK workers spent operating at high speed or to tight deadlines had fallen. 
This surprising finding is at odds with many social commentators who claim that stress and time pressure have continued to increase into the 21st Century.
Dr Burchell told the BSA conference that in the UK the amount of the working day time spent at an intensive pace - at high speed or to a deadline - increased by a third from 37 per cent in 1990, to 49 per cent in 1995. It then fell to 45 per cent in 2000 to 40 per cent in 2005.

This was against an upward trend in Europe overall - in the other 11 pre-1992 EU countries the time spent in intensive work had risen steadily from 32 per cent in 1990 to 43 per cent in 2005, he found.  

Dr Burchell, of the University of Cambridge, analysed the figures to find out why the UK was different, and found that the 1990-1995 rise and the 1995-2000 fall in intensity was strongly linked to the amount of time people spent using computers. Because the UK was ahead of the rest of Europe in using computers at work, the country felt the intensifying effects of using them more quickly than elsewhere.

A plausible explanation for this was that in 1990 personal computers had recently been brought into many workplaces, and staff at first found them confusing to use and they created “fraught” working conditions.

Since then computers had been made more user-friendly and staff training had improved, so the extra time needed to use them and the stress they caused had fallen, he said.
Dr Burchell, who works at the of the Department of Sociology at Cambridge, looked at the results of interviews with 1,000 workers in each of the 12 pre-1992 EU countries in 1990, 1995, 2000 and 2005 carried out by European Foundation, an EU body.
Workers were asked how much of their time was spent working at high speed and how much to a tight deadline. Dr Burchell quantified the answers and merged these responses to get an overall indicator of intensity of work.

He said: “One plausible explanation is that the UK’s sharp rise in 1990 to 1995 was caused by its early, or premature, adoption of new office technologies. 

“The early 1990s was precisely the time when many clerical jobs were being revolutionised by the introduction of early personal computers. 

“But the employees operating them were unlikely to have any formal education concerning computers. The computers themselves were less reliable and much less user-friendly than those using more recent graphical interfaces.

“Much time was spent un-jamming dot matrix printers and trying to fathom the intricacies of Microsoft’s DOS pre-Windows operating systems. 

“Managers often did not understand the new technology, procured and implemented inappropriate systems and provided their staff with inadequate training.
“These factors together led to difficult working environments, where office tasks that had been familiar, concrete and straightforward became unfamiliar, abstract and fraught. Anecdotes abounded of secretarial staff rejecting their computers and turning back to their typewriters, often causing rifts with their bosses.”

However, Dr Burchell said, as employees got used to computers, and computers became more user-friendly, so the time pressures they created lessened, and the computers were transformed from labour-creating devices to labour-saving devices. 

“The technology matured so that workplace computers became more reliable and their interfaces improved. For instance, the launch of Windows 95 was an important milestone in finally getting rid of the old DOS operating system and incorporating features such as plug-and-play that are now taken for granted,” he said. 
“Employees’ levels of knowledge and familiarity with the technology increased with experience and better training, and school-leavers were now better prepared for IT use. Managers became better at managing both the implementation of IT technologies and the human capital needed to work with them.”

The problems caused at first by computers meant that employees had to work much more intensely to overcome them, and because the UK adopted computers earlier than most other EU countries. As those countries tended to roll out computers to the workforce later when the technology had matured, so they did not experience the same spike in work intensity.
Dr Burchell said that this drop in the intensity of work in the UK was probably a positive sign, as the same measures of intensity that he used were strongly related to stress-related symptoms such as headaches and backaches in the workforce.  
He said: “Hopefully this shows that British workers are working smarter not harder.”
Notes
1. The data is from the European Working Conditions Survey, a survey to study working conditions in Europe carried out every five years by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound), a European Union body. For the survey that Dr Burchell’s work drew on, 1,000 people were interviewed in each of the 12 pre-1992 EU states. Each sample of 1,000 people was chosen so that it proportionally reflected the state’s workforce, in terms of region, size of locality, gender, age, economic activity and occupation. Dr Burchell also examined statistics for countries that joined the EU after 1992 (though the datasets for these do not go back to 1990) and found similar overall results, which are not dealt with in this release.
2. For the surveys, interviewees were asked in face-to-face interviewees, outside of their workplaces, what proportion of the time they worked at high speed and what proportion of time they worked to tight deadlines. The response options were: ‘all of the time’, ‘almost all of the time’, ‘around three-quarters of the time’, ‘around half of the time’, ‘around a quarter of the time’, ‘almost never’ and ‘never’. Dr Burchell converted these answers to percentages, on the basis that ‘all of the time’ = 100%, ‘almost all of the time’ = 90%, ‘around three-quarters of the time’ = 75%, ‘around half of the time’ = 50%, ‘around a quarter of the time’ = 25%, ‘almost never’ = 10% and ‘never’ = 0%. He then added the score for the response to the question about working at high speed to the score in response to the question about working to a tight deadline and divided this by two, to average them. The score was then slightly adjusted for statistical purposes. 
3. The percentage score for intensity was:
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	37
	32
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	49
	37
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	45
	39
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	40
	43

	
	
	


4. The British Sociological Association Work, Employment and Society conference is hosted by University of Brighton Business School. The British Sociological Association’s mission is to represent the intellectual and sociological interests of its members. The BSA is a Company Limited by Guarantee. Registered in England and Wales. Company Number: 3890729. Registered Charity Number 1080235.
