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In our recent Megatrends publication, we set out some 
of the big economic and social trends that have helped 
to shape work and working life in recent decades, such 
as de-industrialisation and demographic change. While 
the future is uncertain, it seems likely that many of these 
trends will continue to have an impact for years or even 
decades to come. Equally, past trends can stop having an 
impact – or even go into reverse – and new trends will 
emerge.

In this turbulent and changing environment, 
organisations need to be agile – to spot changing trends 
affecting them, work out how to respond to them and 
by doing so make them work to their benefit and thus 
maintain an advantage on the competition.

In Megatrends, we identified four potential emerging 
trends – issues where the data suggest there might 
have been a shift in practice, attitudes or outcomes that 
would have a significant impact on work and working 
lives. However, precisely because these are relatively 
new developments, it is still unclear whether these 
really are new trends or whether they are short-term 
disturbances to established patterns due to factors such 
as the economic difficulties that the UK and many other 
countries have faced in recent years.

In this series of publications, we take each of these 
four potential emerging trends and review the relevant 
evidence, discuss the potential explanations and 
explore the potential implications for work and working 
lives – including for business, for HR practice and for 
policy-makers. The aim is to draw the attention of our 
stakeholders to these issues, present the relevant facts 
and provide a platform for further discussion. 

This fourth publication in the series asks whether we 
are working harder than ever. Employees seem to think 
they are. This is not because they are working longer 
hours. Rather it seems to be a sense of work becoming 
a more intense experience with greater workloads and 
pressures to meet deadlines, customer demands and 
performance targets.

Our analysis suggests that the recession has played a part 
in increasing work intensity, with greater job insecurity 
creating extra pressures for some employees. However, 
longer-term forces are also at work. Technological 
change and the expectations of customers and service 
users have made work more demanding. How people 
are managed makes a huge difference. Where jobs are 
poorly designed, give employees little control over their 
work and offer little or no support for employees, the 
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feeling of pressure can result in poor work performance, 
discontent and, in some cases, poor health. In contrast, 
the right combination of management practices, line 
management behaviour and organisational culture 
can unleash the enthusiasm, energy and creativity of 
committed employees.

Our purpose at the CIPD is to champion better work and 
working lives. We all need to recognise that the increases 
in productivity that we rely on to improve our standard 
of living arise in part because technology finds ways of 
making us work harder as well as smarter. The challenge 
to employees, employers and policy-makers is to manage 
this in a way that enhances, rather than diminishes, our 
lives in and out of work.

Chief Executive, CIPD
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Summary of key findings

•	 There	is	no	single	measure	of	how	hard	employees	
work. However, surveys point to an increase in work 
intensity throughout much of the 1980s and 1990s, 
with a further increase dating from the middle of the 
last decade.

•	 For	example,	the	Skills	and	Employment	Survey	
found that the proportion of employees in strong 
agreement that ‘my job requires that I work very 
hard’ increased from 32% in 1992 to 45% by 2012.

•	 According	to	surveys	of	employees,	this	increase	
in job demands appears to be due to increased 
workloads and tighter deadlines in most cases, rather 
than an increased pace of work.

•	 In	autumn	2013,	41%	of	employees	felt	under	
excessive pressure at work at least once or twice 
a week, and 13% said they were under excessive 
pressure every single working day.

•	 If	employees	feel	they	are	working	harder,	it	is	not	
because they are working longer hours. Average 
hours worked per year have been falling for decades 
and the average working week for a full-time 
employee has fallen since 1998. The proportion of 
employees that usually work over 45 hours each 
week has fallen from 26% in 1997 to under 20% in 
2013.

•	 The	proportion	of	employees	in	Britain	in	strong	
agreement that their job requires them to work very 
hard was, in 2010, the second highest in Europe 
(behind the Ukraine). Perceptions of workload and 
deadline pressures are above the European average.

•	 The	recession	and	its	aftermath	may	have	contributed	
to increased work intensity. Employees under 
pressure on a regular basis are more likely than other 
employees to be concerned about their job security 
and more likely to be in a workplace where the 
recession led to cuts in jobs, pay or other benefits.

•	 Technological	change	has	been	an	important	driver	of	
increased work intensity. It can enable both greater 
efficiency in work processes (less slack or downtime) 
and easier monitoring of employees’ effort levels.

•	 The	extent	of	autonomy	and	discretion	that	
employees have over their work, and the extent to 
which they have a broader influence on workplace 
decisions, has an effect on how job demands affect 
employees. The evidence suggests that employee 
autonomy has been stable or may even have 
improved in recent years.

•	 How	people	are	managed	matters	a	lot.	This	includes	
the behaviour and capability of line managers, 
management style and workplace culture, the 
support given to employees, and the use of high-
performance workplace practices that generate 
engagement and commitment. The effects can 
be positive as well as negative. Highly motivated 
employees are more likely to contribute more energy 
and effort on a voluntary basis, not because it is 
demanded of them. Employees who do not feel they 
get the support they need from their managers or 
colleagues are more likely to feel under pressure.

•	 Increased	pressures	in	working	life	may	also	reflect	a	
faster pace of life.
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•	 A	sense	of	having	to	work	hard	is	not	necessarily	
damaging to employee well-being. In a 2010 survey, 
employees who saw their jobs as most demanding 
had the highest average job satisfaction.

•	 Problems	arise	when	job	demands	create	a	sense	
of excessive pressure. This often has a negative 
impact on work performance and relationships with 
managers, colleagues and customers or clients. 
Employees feeling under excessive pressure on a 
regular basis are also more likely to be dissatisfied 
with their job, more likely to be seeking to leave their 
employer, more likely to be suffering anxiety and 
stress and reporting negative effects on their physical 
and mental health.

•	 The	challenge	for	employers	is	to	manage	processes	
of technological and organisational change in 
ways that optimise the positive benefits (greater 
productivity) and minimise the risks (increased 
pressure and stress). This might involve a greater 
focus on holistic aspects of job design, work 
organisation, employee involvement, management 
capability and organisational culture – rather than a 
narrower stress management, absence management 
or health and safety context.

•	 Estimates	of	the	cost	of	illnesses	arising	from	work-
related stress centre around 1% of GDP and most of 
these costs are not met by employers. There may be 
an argument for policy-makers to also adopt a more 
holistic frame of reference – focusing on enhancing 
productivity and well-being in the workplace, with 
management of health and safety risks as just one 
element and just one possible set of policy levers.

•	 It	is	difficult	to	see	work	in	the	near	future	becoming	
less intense. However, further technological change may 
create opportunities to moderate, as well as intensify, 
the pace, pressures and conflicts of working life.
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What does the evidence say?

The employment relationship is an exchange of effort 
(on the part of the employee) for reward (provided by 
the employer). In this publication, we look at whether 
the quantity and quality of effort that employees expend 
has changed in recent years; whether, indeed, people are 
working harder than ever.

How hard do people think they 
work?
Three different surveys have over the last 20 years 
measured work intensity by asking people about the 
demands	placed	on	them	by	their	jobs.	The	Skills	and	

Figure 1: Trends in work intensity, 1992-
2012

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

%
  s

tro
ng

ly
 a

gr
ee

‘My job requires that I work very hard’

WERS
ESS
SES

Sources: Skills and Employment Survey (SES); Workplace Employment Relations Study (WERS); European Social 
Survey (ESS).

Figure 2: Components of work 
intensity, 1991-2012
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Figure 1: Trends in work intensity, 1992–2012

Figure 2: Components of work intensity, 1991–2012
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Employment	Survey	(SES)	found	that	the	proportion	of	
employees in strong agreement with the statement that 
‘my job requires that I work very hard’ increased from 
32% in 1992 to 45% by 2012.1 Work intensity increased 
during the 1980s and for much of the 1990s before 
stabilising around the end of the 1990s.2 However, there 
has been a further increase between 2006 and 2012. The 
Workplace	Employment	Relations	Study	(WERS)	and	the	
European	Social	Survey	(ESS),	using	the	same	question,	
report similar increases in work intensity since the middle 
of	the	last	decade	(see	Figure	1).

One aspect of working harder is the physical speed 
of work, such as assembly line work or computerised 
systems requiring employee input. The European Working 
Conditions	Survey	(EWCS)	suggests	that	the	proportion	of	
employees saying their job involved working at high speed 
a quarter or more of the time has fallen slightly over time, 
from	50%	in	1995	to	45%	by	2010.	SES,	in	contrast,	
using a tighter definition (jobs involving high-speed work 
for three-quarters of the time) reports a slight increase in 
high-speed	jobs	between	2006	and	2012.	Both	surveys	

show that working to tight deadlines, however, is a more 
common phenomenon and also point to a recent upturn 
in the proportion of employees working to tight deadlines 
(see	Figure	2).

A feeling of having to work hard may also arise when 
employees	are	faced	with	a	heavy	workload.	Surveys	
suggest that employee perceptions have changed little in 
recent	years.	The	proportion	of	employees	in	WERS	who	
agreed with the statement that ‘I never seem to have 
enough time to get my work done’ was 40% in 2004 
and	41%	in	2011.	The	proportion	of	employees	in	ESS	in	
agreement with a very similar question was 49% in both 
2004 and 2010.3

The CIPD Employee Outlook survey asks employees 
whether they ever feel under ‘excessive pressure’ at work. 
In autumn 2013, 88% of employees said they feel under 
excessive pressure some of the time. Just over two-
fifths (41%) of employees said they feel under excessive 
pressure at least once every week, with 13% feeling 
under	excessive	pressure	every	single	day	(see	Figure	3).

Figure 3

13%

28%

26%

22%

12%

Every single day
Once or twice a week
Once or twice a month
Less frequently than once a month
Never

Source: CIPD Employee Outlook survey, autumn 2013.

Figure 3: How often employees feel under excessive pressure in their 
job, autumn 2013

  7MEGATRENDS The trends shaping work and working lives



The proportion stating they feel under excessive pressure 
once a week or more has remained steady at about 40% 
since	the	survey	commenced	in	2009	(see	Figure	4).

Workload is the most common reason given by 
employees for feeling under excessive pressure, cited 
by 68% of all employees who said they experienced 
excessive	pressure	at	least	once	a	month	(see	Figure	5).	
Pressure from targets, management style and poorly 

managed change are also cited commonly, the latter two 
in greater proportions by those feeling under pressure 
every day. In contrast, relationships with line managers 
and colleagues and problems outside work are each an 
issue for only about a tenth of employees.

According to the CIPD Employee Outlook surveys, about 
a third of employees think their workload is ‘too much’ 
(Figure	6).

Figure 4

Source: CIPD Employee Outlook surveys.
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Figure 4: Employees who feel under excessive pressure on a weekly  
basis, 2009–13

Figure 5: Reasons why employees feel they are under excessive  
pressure, summer 2013
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The survey also confirms that those with excessive 
workloads are much more likely to feel they are under 
excessive	pressure	on	a	regular	basis	(Figure	7).

Are we working longer hours?

Increased work intensity is not, in general, because we are 
working longer hours. We work fewer hours on average 
than our parents and grandparents, never mind previous 

Figure 6: Employees who feel their workload 
is excessive, 2009-2013
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Figure 7: Relationship between employee 
perceptions of workload and excessive 
pressure, spring 2013
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Figure 6: Employees who feel their workload is excessive, 2009–13
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generations.	Francis	Green	notes	that	the	working	week	
of ‘fitters and turners’ was almost 60 hours in the 1860s, 
compared with just over 40 at the end of the 1990s.4

Reductions in the length of the ‘standard’ working week, 
increased entitlements to annual leave and increased 
part-time working have together reduced the average 
hours worked each year by over 200 hours (12%) 
between	1970	and	2012	(see	Figure	8).

The working week for the full-time employee did 
increase slightly during the 1980s and 1990s – 
suggesting that work intensification at that time might 
have included an element of working longer as well as 
harder	–	but	it	has	been	falling	since	1998	(see	Figure	9).

The proportion of employees working long hours 
each week – which, as we will see, is associated with 
an increased likelihood of reporting uncomfortable 
work pressures and other negative effects – has fallen 
significantly, from 26% in 1997 to just under 20% by 
2013	(see	Figure	10).

Figure 8: Average annual hours actually 
worked per worker, 1970-2012 
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Figure 9: Average hours usually worked 
each week by full-time dependent 
employees, 1983-2012
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Figure 8: Average annual hours actually worked per worker, 1970–2012 

Figure 9: Average hours usually worked each week by full-time dependent 
employees, 1983–2011
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Which employees are most likely 
to think they are working hard?
The	SES	suggests	there	are	some	systematic	variations	
across the workforce in perceived work intensity (see 
Figure	11).	Women	are	more	likely	than	men	to	be	in	
strong agreement that their job requires very hard work, 
and the gap has increased gradually over time. An analysis 
of the 1997 survey suggested that little of this variation 
was explained by women being in different types of jobs 
from men because of family obligations and the authors 
drew the inference that women are subject to more 
rigorous monitoring and more demanding performance 
standards than men.5	Full-time	and	public	sector	
employees are also more likely to say they are working 
hard on this measure than part-time and private sector 

employees respectively. We should also note that the size 
of these differences increases over time – when, as shown 
in	Figure	1,	this	measure	of	work	intensity	was	(with	the	
exception of 1997–2001) trending upwards.

Earlier	analysis	of	the	SES	from	the	1990s	found	little	
variation among major occupational or industrial groups, 
although there were concentrations of high-strain jobs in 
a few specific areas, for example among school teachers.6

The	2011	WERS	found	similar	variations	by	gender	and	
public/private sector status among employees reporting 
they work very hard. Employees working 48 or more hours 
each week and those in managerial and professional 
occupations were also more likely to say they are required 
to work very hard.7

Figure 11: Differences in work intensity 
across the workforce, 1992-2012
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Figure 10: Employees usually working over 
45 hours each week, 1992-2013
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Figure 11: Differences in work intensity across the workforce, 1992–2012

Figure 10: Employees usually working over 45 hours each week, 1992–2013
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Recent CIPD Employee Outlook data do not show 
many significant variations across the workforce in the 
proportion of employees reporting excessive pressure 
at	least	once	a	week	(see	Figure	12).	On	this	measure,	
differences between men and women and between 
public and private sector employees are small compared 
with	SES	or	WERS.	There	are	similarities	in	that	those	
under pressure are more likely to be graduates, in 
managerial positions or members of a trade union. 
However, there is one striking relationship in the data 
that	is	consistent	with	the	WERS	data	–	those	working	
the longest hours are much more likely to be feeling 
under pressure, whereas those working just a few hours 
feel much less pressurised.

The lack of many significant variations by industry, 
region and organisation size (except for micro firms) 
suggests that much of the variation in perceptions of 
work pressure is accounted for by other characteristics of 
individuals or the places where they work.

What about other countries?

The	ESS	shows	that,	in	2010,	the	proportion	of	employees	
in	Great	Britain	in	strong	agreement	that	their	job	requires	
very hard work was the second highest in Europe (see 
Figure	13).8 A number of other countries – including the 
Ukraine,	Slovakia,	Ireland	and	Spain	–	saw	similar	increases	
to	Great	Britain	and	Northern	Ireland	in	work	intensity	
between the 2004 and 2010 surveys. However, this pattern 
was not universal: work intensity on this measure declined 
noticeably	in	Poland,	Hungary	and	Slovenia.

In 2010, the UK had one of the lowest proportions of 
employees in Europe saying their jobs involve working 
at high speed, but an above-average proportion of 
employees saying their work involves tight deadlines (see 
Figures	14	and	15).	

The	2010	ESS	found	enormous	variation	across	Europe	
in the proportions of employees saying they never have 
enough time to get everything done in their jobs, from 
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‘My job requires that I work very hard’

Figure 13: International comparisons of work 
intensity, 2010

Source: European Social Survey, 2010.

Figure 13: International comparisons of work intensity, 2010

Figure 14: International comparisons of 
employees working at very high speed, 2010
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Figure 14: International comparisons of employees working at very 
high speed, 2010

Figure 15: International comparisons of 
employees working to tight deadlines, 2010
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Figure 15: International comparisons of employees working to tight 
deadlines, 2010
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20% in Lithuania and Poland to as much as 70% in Malta 
and	Germany,	with	British	and	Northern	Irish	employees	in	
the	top	half	of	the	distribution	(see	Figure	16).	

We have little information on these measures of work 
intensity for countries outside Europe. However, a 2012 
survey	using	the	same	two	questions	reported	in	Figures	
14 and 15 found high proportions of employees in 
Australia – over 70% – working at high speed and to tight 
deadlines.9

Annual working hours vary considerably across the OECD, 
although we should note that these data are not estimated 
using entirely comparable data and methods, so they 
should	be	regarded	as	illustrative	(see	Figure	17).	We	see	
here	that,	among	the	G7,	the	USA	and	Japan	have	the	

longest average annual working hours, with the UK ranked 
in the middle of this group and with Germany having 
the shortest average annual hours. A number of East 
European economies and Latin American OECD members, 
however, have higher average working hours than the 
USA,	which	suggests	there	may	be	a	similar	relationship	
between prosperity and working hours across countries to 
the relationship observed over time within countries – that 
increased affluence sometimes translates into an individual 
(or collective) preference for less time at work.

Many countries have, like the UK, seen significant falls in 
annual hours worked over recent decades.10

One	exception	to	this	trend	is	the	USA.	Between	1979	and	
2007, one study has estimated that average annual hours Figure 16: International comparisons of 

workload pressures, 2010
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Figure 16: International comparisons of workload pressures, 2010
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Figure 17: International comparisons of 
average annual hours actually worked

Figure 17: International comparisons of average annual hours actually 
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worked increased by 10.7%. Virtually all of this increase 
took place during the 1980s and 1990s, with average 
hours worked each year flat from 2000 onwards.11 

It has often been claimed in the past that the UK has 
‘the longest working hours in Europe’. This has never, 
strictly speaking, been true. At best, the statement was 
only valid with regard to the weekly hours of full-time 
employees in those countries that were members of 
the EU prior to the accession of the Central and Eastern 
European countries in 2004. In 2011, average weekly 
working hours in the UK for full-time employees were 
slightly higher than in most continental European 
countries but not excessive compared with some non-EU 
OECD	countries	(see	Figure	18).

Given the degree of political controversy in the UK over 
adoption of the Working Time Directive, it is surprising 
to see that the incidence of working over 48 hours each 
week	is	only	slightly	above	the	EU	average	(see	Figure	
19). This is because many of the more recent EU member 
states have relatively long working weeks where working 
every day of the week is quite common (possibly reflecting 
relatively high shares of employment in agriculture or 
simply a need to work long hours to make ends meet). 

The proportion of UK employees saying they work for 
six or seven days of the week is also relatively small, 
although employees in the UK are more likely than 
employees in most European countries to say they work 
at evenings and weekends and/or can sometimes be 
required to work overtime at short notice.Figure 18: International comparisons of average 

hours usually worked each week by full-time 
dependent employees, 2000-2011
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Source: OECD.Figure 19: International comparisons of 
employees usually working over 48 hours a 
week, 2010
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Figure 18: International comparisons of average hours usually worked 
each week by full-time dependent employees, 2000–11

Figure 19: International comparisons of employees usually working 
over 48 hours a week, 2010
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Conclusion

Compared with 20 years ago, more employees think 
their jobs require them to work very hard. This sense of 
working harder is not being driven by changes in working 
hours – indeed, both average hours worked over the year 
and the length of the average working week have been 
falling since the end of the 1990s. Rather it is that work is 
a more demanding and intense experience, principally due 
to the pressure of workload and deadlines. 

The data point to an increase in work intensity on these 
measures over the past 20 or more years. Although the 
trend has been upwards, it has not been consistent. The 
measures reviewed here tended to increase during the 
1990s before pausing – or even falling – for a period 
running from the late 1990s to the middle of the last 
decade.	Since	then,	work	intensity	measures	have	again	
tended to increase.

The proportion of employees in the UK saying their job 
requires them to work very hard is amongst the highest in 
Europe. It is not clear exactly why this is the case. The UK 
scores above average – but is not exceptional – in terms of 
perceived pressures arising from workloads and deadlines. 
But	UK	employees	are	less	likely	than	employees	in	many	
other countries to say their jobs involve high-paced 

working. There could, of course, be other aspects of work 
not covered in this section which have a particular impact 
in the UK and contribute to this perception of work 
being very demanding. Or we could simply be exposing 
the limitations involved in drawing inferences from 
international social surveys when responses to identical 
questions can be shaped by different social norms and 
expectations.

There	are	some	big	gaps	in	the	available	evidence.	First,	
there is little on the psychological characteristics of 
individuals and whether these affect perceptions of work 
intensity.	Second,	there	is	little	evidence	on	whether	
perceptions of working hard or of feeling under pressure 
are concentrated in particular workplaces, or whether they 
are spread more widely across the working population.

16 #megatrends           cipd.co.uk/megatrends  



What are the potential explanations?

In this section, we consider potential explanations for the 
increase in perceptions of work intensity that we appear 
to have seen and consider their validity.

Is it the recession?

The	indicators	of	work	intensity	reported	in	Figure	1	
showed an increase in the period from the middle of the 
last decade to the early years of this decade. This would 
be consistent with the recession causing an increase in 
work intensity – although it is not proof by itself.

There are plausible reasons why the recession might have 
led to an increase in measures of work intensity. Difficult 
business conditions might have led to some employers 
cutting hours or reducing paid overtime without cutting 
workloads proportionately. To keep hold of work, or 
secure new work, businesses may have cut costs, reduced 
timescales or changed other aspects of production or 
service delivery that demanded more from the workforce. 
In the public sector, cuts in budgets and staffing would 

have a similar effect. Equally, a fear of losing their job may 
have motivated employees to work harder – to save the 
business and/or their position in it.

The indicator of employees feeling under excessive 
pressure at work collected by the CIPD Employee Outlook 
survey shows no noticeable time series variation. However, 
it only started to be collected in 2009 once the recession 
was already under way.

Employees feeling under excessive pressure every day 
were more likely than employees as a whole to say their 
workplace had been affected by the recession and, in 
particular, that there had been redundancies or cuts to 
pay,	training	or	other	employee	benefits	(see	Figure	20).

Employees feeling under excessive pressure on at least 
a weekly basis were also more likely to identify negative 
effects on the workplace arising from the recession, such 
as an increase in stress, bullying, conflict and people 
taking	time	off	sick	(see	Figure	21	on	page	18).

Figure 20: Employee perceptions of the 
impact of the recession on their 
workplace, autumn 2013
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Source: CIPD Employee Outlook survey, autumn 2013.

Figure 20: Employee perceptions of the impact of the recession on their 
workplace, autumn 2013
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Employees feeling under excessive pressure were also 
most likely to think they were going to lose their job (see 
Figure	22).	This	may	be	because	they	were	more	likely	to	
be in workplaces where jobs were threatened or it may 
be because employees feeling under pressure were more 
anxious about losing their jobs than their colleagues.

According	to	the	SES,	the	proportion	of	employees	who	
feared losing their job increased from 18% in 2006 to 
25% by 2012.12 

However,	analysis	of	the	2004	and	2011	WERS	surveys	
suggested that the increase in the proportion of 
employees stating that their job required them to work 
hard was little affected in general by how the workplace 

had fared during the recession, suggesting broader 
factors may have been more important.13 An earlier 
analysis	of	the	1990	and	1998	WERS	also	found	that	
job insecurity was not an important factor in explaining 
changes in work intensity during the 1990s, although 
the measure of job insecurity used in the study (the 
proportion of temporary employees at the workplace) 
may not capture job insecurity very well.14 In contrast, 
a	recent	US	study	that	analysed	computer-tracked	
productivity data from 23,000 employees at a large 
technology services company over the period from 
2006 to 2010 found that effort increased most among 
workers in states where the unemployment rate rose the 
most, suggesting that (fear of) unemployment induced 
greater effort.15Figure 21: Employee perceptions of the impact of 

the recession on working relations, summer 2012
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insecurity and feeling under excessive 
pressure, autumn 2013
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Figure 21: Employee perceptions of the impact of the recession on 
working relations, summer 2012

Figure 22: Relationship between job insecurity and feeling under  
excessive pressure, autumn 2013
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Is it because of technological 
change?
Technology can increase work intensity through two 
channels.

First,	it	can	be	used	to	reduce	slack	or	down	time	in	
processes, so that more activity can be crammed into 
working time: ‘New technologies have enabled a “closing 
up” of the gaps in the working day, and a squeezing of 
more and more activities into a given time. Computers 
schedule tasks much more efficiently, so that there are no 
pauses between when one ends and the other begins. … 
Mobile phones give the flexibility to fill previously slack 
times and spaces with work.’16 ICT also increases the 
potential productivity of working time spent away from 
the workplace and of non-working time.17 

Second,	technology	has	in	many	cases	made	it	easier	
for employers to monitor the work of each individual 
employee.18 Effort levels – and differences between 
employees – become more apparent.

Francis	Green	describes	this	as	‘effort-biased	technical	
change’.19 Technology does not necessarily require 
everyone to work harder, but it means that the 
measurable difference in performance between those 
who work hard(er) and those who do not increases – 
and this in turn leads to greater differentials in wages 
and other rewards. The overall effect is an increase in 
both the average level of work effort and the differences 
in effort levels between workers.

There is evidence that technological change in the 
workplace is associated with increased work intensity. 
Employees	in	the	2012	SES	were	more	likely	to	register	
strong agreement with the ‘my job requires that I 

work very hard’ question if their workplace had seen 
computerisation or other ICT-related technological 
change.20 This finding is consistent with earlier analysis 
of	the	1990	and	1998	WERS	and	1992	and	2001	SES.21

The impact of any given technological change on an 
organisation and its employees will, of course, depend 
on how it is implemented, in particular whether 
implementation took account of the nature of work 
and the working environment in which the technology 
was being introduced.22 It has been suggested that the 
fall in perceived work intensity observed in the UK in 
the late 1990s and early 2000s may have been because 
employees were starting to find computers easier 
to use due to better equipment, better training and 
management having learned from the mistakes made 
during initial attempts at computerisation.23

Is it because employees feel they 
are losing control over their work?
Control affects how workers respond to job demands 
and the effect these have on them. Control in this 
context could refer to the degree of autonomy or control 
individuals have over their work (including when they start 
and finish work, the tasks they carry out, how they carry 
them out and the order in which they are carried out). 
It could also refer to the amount of influence they have 
– either individually or collectively – over decisions that 
affect them. 

Employees feeling under excessive pressure on a regular 
basis were less satisfied than other employees with 
the arrangements in place for informing them about 
what is going on within their organisation and with the 
arrangements for feeding back their views to senior 
management	(see	Figure	23).Figure 23: Relationship between feeling 

under excessive pressure and satisfaction 
with employee voice, autumn 2012
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Figure 23: Relationship between feeling under excessive pressure and 
satisfaction with employee voice, autumn 2012
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According	to	the	SES,	perceived	task	autonomy	declined	
during the 1990s but hardly changed between 2001 
and 2012.24	EWCS	data	report	task	autonomy	falling	
between 1995 and 2005, with a slight increase between 
2005	and	2010.	WERS	data	collected	from	managers	
suggests little change in employee autonomy since the 
late 1990s. Data collected from employees suggest a 
slight increase in employee autonomy between 2004 
and	2011	(see	Figure	24).

According	to	WERS,	in	2011,	62%	of	employees	were	
satisfied or very satisfied with the amount of influence 
they had over their work, which in turn had a positive 
effect on job satisfaction.25

According	to	the	EWCS,	UK	workers	had	relatively	low	
control over the pace of their work, in the sense that, 
with the exception of Greece, they were more likely than 

workers elsewhere to identify multiple sources of control 
over	how	quickly	they	did	their	work	(see	Figure	25).	
These sources of control included managers but would 
also include machines, colleagues and customers. In 
other words, UK employees felt they are more likely to 
be pulled in multiple directions than employees in other 
European countries.

People feeling under excessive pressure are less likely 
than other employees to be satisfied with employee 
voice	at	their	workplace.	But	as	we	saw	in	a	previous	
Megatrends report, employee perceptions of information 
provision and opportunities to feed back their views 
have held up or even improved over time.26	Similarly,	
the various surveys reviewed in this section suggest 
that individual task autonomy has remained stable or 
increased slightly since the mid-2000s. Thus the recent 
increase in work intensity appears not to have been Figure 24: Trends in employee autonomy
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Figure 25: International comparisons of 
perceived control over the pace of work, 2010
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Figure 24: Trends in employee autonomy

Figure 25: International comparisons of perceived control over the pace 
of work, 2010
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accompanied by a general decline in control – even 
though control matters a lot to how job demands affect 
the individual employee.

Is it down to poor management?

Workload – determined by management – and other 
management actions and behaviours feature prominently 
in the reasons given by employees for feeling under 
excessive pressure at work.

Those employees under pressure every day are much 
more likely than other employees to feel they are not 
treated fairly at work. In addition, over a third of this 

group are dissatisfied with their relationship with their 
line manager and over a tenth have poor relationships 
with	work	colleagues	(see	Figure	26).

There is also a clear relationship between employees feeling 
under	pressure	and	line	manager	behaviour	(see	Figure	27).	
Across 14 different behaviours, those under pressure at 
least once a week are less likely to say their line manager 
always or usually exhibits these (positive) behaviours

If we compare the responses for employees under 
pressure every day with all employee responses, the 
biggest differences are for ‘consults me’, ‘makes me feel 
my work counts’, ‘supportive if I have a problem’ (all 24 Figure 26: Relationship between dissatisfaction 

with working relationships and feeling under 
excessive pressure, autumn 2013
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Figure 27: Relationship between line 
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Figure 26: Relationship between dissatisfaction with working relationships 
and feeling under excessive pressure, autumn 2013

Figure 27: Relationship between line manager behaviours and feeling 
under excessive pressure, summer 2012
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percentage point differences), ‘makes sure I have the 
resources for the job’ (27 percentage point difference) 
and ‘open and honest’ (a massive 44 percentage 
point difference). Those under constant pressure have 
negative views of the integrity and trustworthiness of 
their managers – as well as of the practical support they 
provide to those feeling the strain. We should note, 
of course, that these data measure perceptions. One 
employee might form a different view from another about 
identical line management behaviour. 

Employees feeling under excessive pressure also say they 
spend less time with their line managers discussing work-
related issues. In the spring 2012 CIPD Employee Outlook 
survey, 82% of employees said they spend up to one hour 
per month individually with their line manager discussing 
work-related issues, whereas, for those reporting excessive 
pressure every single day, this figure rose to 89%. Of course, 

this may be a consequence, as well as a cause, of excessive 
work pressures.

Job design may also be an issue. Employees feeling 
under pressure on a regular basis are less likely than other 
employees to be satisfied with their job role or to feel that 
their organisation gives them opportunities to learn and 
grow	(see	Figure	28).

The support available to employees facing job pressures is 
an important factor influencing their well-being. Employees 
under pressure are less likely than other employees to say 
there	is	support	available	within	the	workplace	(see	Figure	
29). In particular, while few employees say they have access 
to formal support, such as employee assistance schemes, 
employees under the greatest pressure are much less likely 
than other employees to say they can rely on support from 
their line manager or colleagues. 

All employees Employee under pressure once or twice a week Employee under pressure every single day

Figure 28: Relationship between perceptions 
of job role and feeling under excessive 
pressure, summer 2012
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Figure 29: Support available to employees 
under excessive pressure, summer 2013
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Support	can	also	be	indirect	through	mechanisms	
such as flexible working. In the winter 2011–12 CIPD 
Employee Outlook survey, 19% of employees said their 
employer did not provide any of an extensive menu 
of flexible working options; this percentage rose to 
29% for those under excessive pressure every single 
day. The latter group were also more likely to identify 
the attitudes of senior managers, line managers and 
colleagues as obstacles to flexible working.27

Or is it a result of more effective 
people management?
Work intensification can also be an outcome of 
management practices designed to increase employee 
engagement and commitment, thus tapping into reserves 
of discretionary effort. A wide range of high-performance 

working (HPW) practices might have this effect, including 
employee involvement, teamworking, quality circle 
initiatives, multi-skilling, flexible working, performance-
related pay and access to other fringe benefits and so on

Most employees think their workplace is reasonably well 
managed	(see	Figure	30).

Well-motivated employees are no more likely than 
other employees to feel under excessive pressure (see 
Figure	31).	Even	when	motivation	feeds	through	into	
a willingness to take on extra work or work extra 
hours, this is associated with quite small increases in 
the likelihood of feeling under excessive pressure. This 
does suggest that higher levels of engagement and 
commitment largely release discretionary effort rather 
than imposed effort.Figure 30: Employee perceptions of how 

well their workplace is managed, 1983-2010
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motivated employees, autumn 2013
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Figure 30: Employee perceptions of how well their workplace is managed, 1983–2010

Figure 31: Excessive pressure among motivated employees, autumn 2013
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In 2010, just over 70% of employees in the UK said their 
organisation motivated them to deliver their best job 
performance, compared with the EU average of 62%  
(see	Figure	32).

Direct participation by employees in decisions affecting 
them can produce a greater sense of responsibility 
and thus enhance effort.28 Teamworking may also 
be associated with increased effort by enhancing 
employees’ interest in the behaviour of fellow team 
members. This can provide additional support for those 
under pressure and it can also give employees stronger 
incentives to prevent fellow team members from 
shirking.29	The	SES	suggests	there	has	been	a	steady	
increase between 1992 and 2012 in the proportion of 
employees saying they work in a team, although semi-
autonomous and self-managing teams are much less 
common and have not increased to the same degree.30

We saw in the previous section that a lack of availability 
of flexible working, or a culture that discourages its take-
up, is associated with higher proportions of employees 
reporting excessive work pressures. There is evidence 
that the provision of flexible working can increase 
work intensification in both positive and negative 
ways: for example, where reduced working hours is 
not accompanied by sufficient reduction in workload, 
the effect can be increased pressure on the individual; 
however, the availability of working from home can, in 
some cases, strengthen commitment and loyalty to the 
organisation and trigger greater effort by the employee 
as a ‘thank you’.31 

Multivariate	analysis	of	the	1990	and	1998	WERS	found	
that organisational change had a positive and statistically 
significant impact on work intensification in small 
establishments, although its impact was not as great as 
technological change.32 

Hence a variety of what can be termed HPW practices 
have an impact on the intensity of work, but this is often 
through the release of discretionary effort on the part 
of the employee rather than effort imposed by new 
ways of working or new incentive structures. The impact 
will depend to a great degree on what changes are 
introduced, the context and how they are communicated 
to, and perceived by, employees: 

Essentially, job stress and high commitment/involvement 
are two sides of the same coin. The difference between 
the two sides lies in the way workers internalise these 
practices and how they assess their own positions within 
the organisation and HPW practices. If workers see that 
the practices are beneficial to their well-being as well 
as to the organisation, they will embrace the working 
environment in a particular way and will interpret their 
experience of HPW practices positively. … If workers 
see no personal benefit at all, any new or additional 
practices will be seen as ‘extras’ that they do not want, 
irrespective of the benefits to the organisation.33

 

Figure 32: International comparisons of 
employee motivation, 2010
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Figure 32: International comparisons of employee motivation, 2010
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Or is it because we all just want 
more?
It could be that increased work intensity in part reflects 
a faster pace of life. As consumers we have become 
more demanding. The speed of modern communications 
technology means we expect a swift response to any 
enquiry, comment, request or order: 

The pace of work has increased and a lot of that is 
technology driven and society has become very instant. 
If people get a text message there’s an expectation 
to answer it straight away and I think that is being 
perpetuated in the workplace.34 

The benchmarks set by private service industries for 
speed of response and customer service have spread 
to public services. Increased demand from clients has 
been a source of work intensification for many public 
service and professional groups, especially those where 
a sense of vocation or public service is an important 
motivating	factor.	For	example,	a	survey	of	five	
professional groups (lawyers, pharmacists, HR managers, 
midwives, counselling psychologists) in 2000–01 found 
that 90% said that work had become more demanding 
over the previous decade (55% said it was much more 
demanding) and 83% said work effort had increased. 
The top reported motivators were clients, self-discretion 
and vocational commitment. Pay or appraisal pressures 
were far less commonly cited.35

Conclusion

There is some evidence that the recession has had an impact 
on work intensity through its impact on job insecurity. 
However, it is not the whole explanation. Technological 
change enables greater work intensity and there is solid 
evidence that, in practice, it has had that effect.

An individual’s sense of control over their work and the 
degree of autonomy they have are important factors 
influencing how work pressures affect people, although 
there is no evidence of a general decline in employee 
autonomy over the last decade.

How people are managed matters a lot. This includes the 
behaviour and capability of line managers, management 
style and workplace culture, the support given to employees, 
and whether HPW practices are used – and, if so, how they 
are used and in what circumstances. The effects can be 
positive as well as negative. Increased use of some HPW 
practices could have released greater discretionary effort by 
employees. 

Nor	should	we	discount	the	possibility	that	increased	
pressures in working life may reflect a faster pace of life in 
general. Employees are also consumers and service users 
and, to various degrees, the expectations they have in those 
parts of their life affect the expectations placed on them in 
their working life.
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What are the implications?

In this section we consider the consequences of increased 
work intensity for employees, employers and policy-makers.

What are the implications for 
employees?
Demanding jobs need not diminish job satisfaction. As 
discussed in the previous section, employees who are 
motivated and engaged may well be putting more effort 
into their job – and greater demands might even spur on 
greater commitment and intensity of effort. Data from the 
2010	ESS	show	that	the	35%	of	employees	who	strongly	
agreed that their job required them to work hard had a 
higher mean job satisfaction score than those who saw 
their	jobs	as	less	demanding	(see	Figure	33).	

In contrast, workload pressures had a slight negative 
effect on job satisfaction. Employees who thought they 
never had enough time to get everything done had 
slightly lower job satisfaction than employees who did 
not support this statement. Looking at time satisfaction 

– shorthand for balance between time spent on paid 
employment and time spent on other tasks – there is 
a negative relationship with both job demands and 
workload although, of the two variables, workload again 
has a stronger negative impact.

Multivariate	analysis	of	the	2011	WERS	produced	similar	
results. Controlling for other factors, employees who said 
their job required them to work very hard had higher 
job satisfaction whereas employees who said they never 
had enough time to get their job done had reduced job 
satisfaction.36 

Problems arise when the demands placed on employees 
turn into uncomfortable pressure on a frequent or 
permanent basis – perhaps because they have no sense of 
control over the situation or no one to turn to for support.

The most common adverse effects reported by employees 
feeling under excessive pressure were feeling anxious or 
depressed, skipping or cutting short lunch and other breaks, 

Figure 33: Relationship between work 
intensity and job and time satisfaction, 2010
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Figure 33: Relationship between work intensity and job and time  
satisfaction, 2010
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working longer hours than contracted, negative effects on 
family life and going into work even when feeling ill (see 
Figure	34).	In	all	cases,	those	experiencing	pressure	most	
often were more likely to report adverse effects. It was only 
where excessive pressure was occasional – once or twice a 
month – that a significant proportion of employees (16%) 
reported no adverse effects.

Dissatisfaction with their jobs and with the balance between 
work and home life is much greater among those employees 
under uncomfortable pressure on a weekly or daily basis (see 
Figure	35).	According	to	the	summer	2010	CIPD	Employee 
Outlook survey, for the minority under excessive pressure 
every day, disengagement often translated into emotional 
detachment from their job. 

Figure 34: Effects on employees of feeling 
under excessive pressure, summer 2013
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Figure 35: Relationship between employee 
disaffection and feeling under excessive 
pressure, autumn 2013
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Figure 34: Effects on employees of feeling under excessive pressure, 
summer 2013

Figure 35: Relationship between employee disaffection and feeling 
under excessive pressure, autumn 2013
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Most of those under excessive pressure say it has a 
negative effect on work performance, with those under 
the greatest pressure most likely to identify a negative 
effect	(see	Figure	36).

Those employees regularly under pressure are also more 
likely than other employees to be looking to leave their job 
and less likely to recommend their organisation to others as 
an	employer	(see	Figure	37).

Data from various CIPD Employee Outlook surveys show 
that employees feeling under excessive pressure on a 

regular basis have worse health outcomes than other 
employees.	For	example,	the	summer	2010	survey	found	
that 44% of employees under pressure every single day 
said they had suffered from stress in the last 12 months, 
compared with 17% of employees as a whole. They were 
less satisfied with life in general and held less positive 
assessments	of	their	physical	and	mental	health	(see	Figures	
38 and 39).37

As a result, employees under excessive pressure on a 
regular basis took more time off work on sick leave. These 
employees were also, in addition, more likely to have 

Figure 36: Effect on work performance of 
employees feeling under excessive 
pressure, summer 2013
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Figure 37: Relationship between leaving intentions 
and feeling under excessive pressure, autumn 
2013
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Figure 36: Effect on work performance of employees feeling under 
excessive pressure, summer 2013

Figure 37: Relationship between leaving intentions and feeling under 
excessive pressure, autumn 2013
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gone to work when ill. The summer 2013 CIPD Employee 
Outlook survey found that 67% of employees said they had 
gone to work when ill within the last 12 months, but this 
proportion rose to 88% among employees under excessive 
pressure every single day. Among this latter group, 
concerns about management doubting their commitment 
and a feeling that employees were expected to go to work 
at all costs were especially prevalent. Hence differences in 
sick absence are likely to understate differences in ill health.

These findings are consistent with a 2010 literature review 
conducted	on	behalf	of	the	British	Academy,	which	found	
that work stress (associated with high job demands and 
lack of control and with feelings of excessive pressure) was 
associated with higher risks of cardio-vascular disorders, 
depression, suicide and work-related accidents and injuries.38

Stress	is	consistently	identified	as	the	most	important	cause	
of long-term absence among non-manual employees, 

Figure 38: Relationship between life 
satisfaction and feeling under excessive 
pressure, summer 2012
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Figure 39: Relationship between employee assessment of 
current physical and mental health and feeling under 
excessive pressure, spring 2011
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Figure 38: Relationship between life satisfaction and feeling under  
excessive pressure, summer 2012

Figure 39: Relationship between employee assessment of current  
physical and mental health and feeling under excessive pressure, 
spring 2011
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according to employers responding to the CIPD Absence 
Management survey.39	Furthermore,	according	to	
employers, stress-related absence is increasing over time 
(see	Figure	40).

Workload is consistently cited by employers as the most 
common cause of stress-related absence followed by 
management style and poorly managed organisational 
change or restructuring. These findings are consistent 
with employees’ accounts of the main causes of excessive 
work pressures.

In	2013,	according	to	the	Labour	Force	Survey	(LFS),	15	
million days were lost through sickness absence as a result 
of stress, depression and anxiety, some 12% of all days 

lost through sick absence.40 Work-related stress may have 
become more common over time. The proportion of 
employees in the UK who described their work as always 
or often stressful was 30% in 1989 and 33% in 2005.41 
LFS	analyses	published	by	the	Health	and	Safety	Executive	
suggested the incidence of work-related stress (the number 
of cases) had been broadly stable over the decade to 
2011/12,	although	the	more	recent	LFS	data	point	to	some	
increase in working days lost since 2010.42

International comparisons of adverse health effects from 
work, even when using identical questions, might be 
affected by differences across countries in how questions are 
interpreted.43 The UK is just below the EU average in terms 
of	its	incidence	of	perceived	stress	at	work	(see	Figure	41).Figure 40: Employer perceptions of change 

in stress-related absence, 2004-2013
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Figure 40: Employer perceptions of change in stress-related absence, 
2004–13

Figure 41: International comparisons of employees experiencing stress 
at work, 2010

30 #megatrends           cipd.co.uk/megatrends  



A cross-European survey conducted in 2012/13 came to 
similar conclusions: 44% of UK employees thought work-
related stress was very common or fairly common at their 
workplace, compared with an EU average of 51%. This 
survey also found that 65% of UK employees thought that 
work-related stress was controlled very well or fairly well at 
their workplace, compared with an EU average of 53%.44

The UK also has a very low proportion of employees 
thinking that their health had been affected negatively by 
their	work	(see	Figure	42).

The UK was also well below the EU average in terms of 
the proportion of employees reporting five or more days’ 
sickness	absence	within	the	past	year	(see	Figure	43).	

This result might be less sensitive to any cross-country 
differences in interpretation as it is measuring a specific 
behaviour that, in principle, can be measured objectively. 
However, the amount of sickness absence taken will 
depend on a broader range of factors than employee 
health alone – including arrangements for compensation 
while on sickness absence, legal protection for those 
absent from work and management policies regarding 
sickness absence. In Germany, for example, employers 
pay 100% of an employee’s salary for the first month 
of sick leave whereas UK employers are required to pay 
just 15%, with the remainder either paid by the state 
or by the employee (through reduced salary payments), 
although many UK employers will provide more 
generous compensation than the legal minimum.45

Figure 42: International comparisons of 
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Source: European Working Conditions Survey, 2010.Figure 43: International comparisons of 
prevalence of sick absence from work, 2010

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

G
er

m
an

y
A

us
tri

a
M

al
ta

C
ze

ch
 R

ep
ub

lic
Fi

nl
an

d
P

ol
an

d
Ita

ly
Li

th
ua

ni
a

S
w

ed
en

N
or

w
ay

B
el

gi
um

M
on

te
ne

gr
o

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

E
U

27
S

lo
ve

ni
a

S
lo

va
ki

a
D

en
m

ar
k

Fr
an

ce
E

st
on

ia
C

yp
ru

s
A

lb
an

ia
C

ro
at

ia
Tu

rk
ey

H
un

ga
ry

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

B
ul

ga
ria

FY
R

O
M

U
ni

te
d 

K
in

gd
om

La
tv

ia
K

os
ov

o
P

or
tu

ga
l

Ire
la

nd
R

om
an

ia
S

pa
in

G
re

ec
e

Percentage of respondents who said they had five or more days’ absence from work due to health reasons in the past 12 months. 
Source: European Working Conditions Survey, 2010.

Figure 42: International comparisons of employees stating work has a 
negative impact on their health, 2010

Figure 43: International comparisons of prevalence of sickness absence 
from work, 2010
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Bearing	these	caveats	in	mind,	the	data	suggest	that	
relatively high perceptions of work intensity among UK 
employees are not reflected in relatively high perceptions 
of work-related stress or ill-health.

What are the implications for 
employers?
Clearly, greater work intensity can in some cases increase 
the productivity of employees – and thus organisational 
performance. However, the previous section has 
shown that work intensity leads to a range of negative 
effects when it creates excessive pressure and stress on 
employees. These negative effects include diminished 
employee performance, deteriorating relationships 
within the workplace and with customers and clients, 
dissatisfaction and disengagement, increased turnover 
and sickness absence.

The evidence suggests that how employers design jobs, 
involve employees, train people and provide career 
structures and opportunities for advancement can all 
affect how employees feel about their jobs and how they 
respond to the demands placed upon them.46 A recent 
Work	Foundation	report	suggests	that	a	focus	on	‘good	
work’ can improve the quality of work and employee 
engagement even in relatively low-wage, low-skill and 
high-strain environments such as call-handling.47

The introduction of new technology and organisational 
change tend to be associated with increased work intensity 
and, when these are seen as poorly managed, they can 
be a source of pressure and stress. In some organisations, 
there may be scope for greater emphasis on job design as a 
means of preventing excessive pressure and stress – rather 
than as a means of addressing the symptoms. The 2013 
CIPD Absence Management survey found that, whereas 
71% of employers taking steps to manage stress used 
staff surveys and 62% used risk assessments and flexible 
working, just 31% used changes in work organisation 
(which included adaptation of job roles).

Autonomy and participation in workplace decision-making 
can ameliorate the effects of increased work demands. 
The evidence suggests that the majority of employees are 
satisfied with the flow of information from their employers 
about what is happening in the workplace but there is 
a demand from many employees for greater influence 
on decisions that affect them. Again, this points to the 
importance of careful attention to job design and work 
organisation – building an appropriate degree of employee 
discretion and scope for feedback into work processes.

A supportive environment can reduce the risk of work 
demands building to excessive pressure and stress-related 

ill-health. Line managers are especially important as the 
first line of support, although there may be scope in some 
organisations for developing the role of colleagues as a 
support	group.	We	saw	in	Figure	29	that	less	than	10%	
of employees under pressure on a regular or occasional 
basis identified an employee assistance scheme as a source 
of support. Yet, according to the 2013 CIPD Absence 
Management survey, 51% of employer respondents 
provided	an	EAS	available	to	all	employees.	This	suggests	
that many employees may not be aware that their 
employer	provides	an	EAS	–	or	that	they	do	not	regard	it	as	
a useful source of assistance in dealing with work pressures.

Line managers can sometimes be the cause of excessive 
pressure and stress in the workplace. Upgrading their 
confidence and competence in managing the impact on 
staff of cuts in budgets or increases in workload in a way 
that is seen to be fair and objective is likely to reduce the 
risk of change leading to disengagement or burnout.

Line management behaviour, however, cannot be 
considered in isolation from the prevailing organisational 
culture. The evidence suggests that management 
style and prevailing attitudes about, for example, the 
acceptability of flexible working or taking time off when 
ill appear to be more common issues for those employees 
under continuous pressure. There might be a fine line 
between an organisational emphasis on delivery and 
results (as desired by corporate management) and an 
expectation of delivery at all costs (as seen by employees 
and line managers). 

Employers will also need to consider whether there is a 
trade-off between work intensity (and productivity) and 
innovation. Technological and organisational change can 
improve efficiency and reduce downtime. However, by 
increasing the amount of time employees are focused on 
the task right in front of them, some of the opportunities 
for the chance connections and interactions that facilitate 
innovation might disappear. There is also a risk that 
heavy work demands crowd out various aspects of skills 
development and knowledge exchange (such as keeping 
abreast of relevant professional developments or finding 
out what’s happening elsewhere in the organisation). 

What are the implications for 
public policy?
We need to remember that increases in productivity 
arise in part through technological change, which, as we 
have seen, is associated with increased work intensity. 
Hence, to a certain extent, increased work intensity has 
been associated with increased material well-being for 
individuals and other related social benefits (such as 
increased life expectancy).
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However, in some circumstances, work intensity has 
negative outcomes for individuals and for society. Estimates 
of the cost of work-related stress centre around 1% 
of GDP.48 There may also be other negative outcomes 
associated with work intensity because of the effects it can 
have on people’s lives outside work. Employees under a 
great deal of pressure because of work will have less time 
and energy to devote to their families and communities. 

Much of the costs of these negative effects – or of 
countering them – are not borne by employers (and, 
sometimes, not even by the employee except indirectly 
as a taxpayer). Thus there is a rationale for policy-makers 
to take an interest in work intensity and look for ways of 
influencing it, provided there are viable interventions that 
meet important tests of practicality, even-handedness, 
proportionality and economic efficiency.

The principal policy interventions currently in place are to 
manage the health and safety risks arising from long-
hours working and work-related stress. The Working 
Time Regulations, in principle, prohibit employees from 
involuntarily working over 48 hours each week and their 
introduction in 1998 may well be associated with the 
subsequent decline in long-hours working. Employers, 
of course, are under a general duty to have regard to 
the health and safety of their workers, including the 
prevention and management of stress-related ill-health. 
The	HSE	Management	Standards	provide	a	good	practice	
framework for employers, although awareness of them 
and their use within business could be increased. The 
2013 CIPD Absence Management survey found that only 
30% of employers taking steps to reduce stress used the 
management standards.

Thus what might be needed is a change of focus, taking 
a wider perspective. This would include the outcomes 
that policy was aiming to achieve – improved productivity 
and employee well-being – as well as the range of policy 
levers available. This mirrors the change of focus we 
advocated in the previous section, with employers paying 
more attention to job design, workplace environment and 
management behaviours and culture when working out 
how they build a more productive workplace. 

Conclusion

The evidence suggests that, on average, work has become 
a more intense and demanding experience over the past 
two decades – and that the last five to ten years has seen 
increased intensity alongside a fall in working hours.

Increased work intensity is not necessarily a bad thing. 
Technological change has been one of the factors making 
work a more demanding experience but it is also one 
of the main causes of increased productivity (and thus 
wages). And many engaged and motivated employees 
respond positively to work demands – they want to 
achieve more.

Looking ahead, will work become ever more intense? If 
the recession did in some cases lead to increased demands 
on employees, we should not assume that recovery 
will lead to an easing of pressure. Even if employee 
perceptions of job insecurity begin to abate, it is difficult 
to see many organisations taking conscious decisions to 
reduce workloads or adopt a more relaxed approach to 
deadlines unless this becomes a critical business issue 
(to the point of having a negative impact on customer 
satisfaction or service delivery or damaging the reputation 
of the organisation).

Technological change will continue to transform 
workplaces and the nature of work itself. In recent times, 
it appears to have been associated with increased work 
intensity – a faster pace of work, tighter deadlines, less 
discretion	over	how	tasks	are	performed.	But	we	should	
not forget that technology can have important benefits 
beyond its impact on productivity – for example, by 
reducing human error, which in some circumstances 
can be (literally) a life-saver. There is no inherent reason 
why further technological change cannot enhance, 
rather	than	intensify,	working	life.	Flexible	working	is	a	
much more viable option now for millions of employees 
because of ICT – although job and workplace design 
and the attitudes of managers and employees have not 
always changed as quickly as the technology. Ultimately, 
the impact on our working lives will be determined by 
employees, employers and policy-makers.   
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