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PREFACE
Take Back Your Time Day

JOHN DE GRAAF

Welcome to the official handbook for Take Back Your Time Day, a new national consciousness-raising event that will be held for the first time on October 24, 2003. The date falls nine weeks before the end of the year and symbolizes the fact that we Americans now work an average of nine full weeks more each year than do our peers in Western Europe. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

Back in the late 1960s, I studied sociology. I remember distinctly some of the class discussions we had then. We were told that American society would be facing a serious social problem by the end of the twentieth century. That problem was leisure time! With all our advances in labor saving technology, with automation and “cybernation,” we’d be working less than 20 hours a week by the year 2000. Just what would we do with all that leisure time?

It would be a Big problem, one that we sociologists would have to help solve. As you are no doubt aware, it didn’t happen. We got the technology but we didn’t get the time. In fact, most Americans say their lives feel like a rat race. Millions of us are overworked, overscheduled, overwhelmed. We’re just plain stressed out.

It starts at work. Despite those promises of leisure, we’re working harder and longer today than we were back in my college days, as several chapters in this book make clear. Americans work more than do the citizens of any other industrial country. Our work days are longer, our work weeks are longer, and our vacations are disappearing. In fact, one quarter of American workers got no vacation at all last year. Even medieval peasants worked less than we do!

x
My personal interest in this issue was re-kindled in 1993 when I coproduced a PBS documentary called Running Out of Time that explored the epidemic of overwork that seemed to be sweeping America. Then followed another documentary called Affluenza, which looked at our obsession with achieving ever-higher material standards of living at the expense of other values we once held dear. Working on those programs allowed me to meet many people who were trying to find more balanced lives amid the pressure to work and spend, amid the constant barrage of messages urging all of us to work and buy more and more and more and…

These were people who were beginning to ask big questions, and the biggest of them was: what is an economy for? Why for the sake of “the economy” were we caught up in patterns of life that force us to pay an enormous price in terms of our health, our families and communities, and the earth itself, and that, in fact, leave us less happy than we were decades ago when we had half as much stuff or less?

About two years ago, I was invited by Vicki Robin, one of the authors of this book, to join an organization called the Simplicity Forum, made up of recognized “leaders” of the voluntary simplicity movement. I ended up as the co-chairperson of the Forum’s Public Policy Committee. The Committee was formed because all of us had become aware that simplifying our lives wasn’t a purely personal choice.

We knew that for millions of Americans simplicity was anything but voluntary. We knew that the rising cost of key necessities (such as housing and health care) in America kept many people struggling to make ends meet. We knew that sprawl, well-meaning but misguided zoning laws, and poor public transportation made it difficult for us to reduce the amount of driving we did, despite our concerns about energy use, the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, or global warming.

As we talked about what we might do to help create a more simplicity-friendly society with more balanced, healthy and sustainable lifestyles, it became clear that we couldn’t just stand against overconsuming. We needed to be for something, something that was clearly missing in our society despite all its material wealth. Most of our committee felt that something was time.

Many of us were overworked ourselves and constantly rushed. Others saw the phenomenon among our friends; every time we wanted to get together with them they’d have to take out their calendars and look weeks ahead for a little white space amid work and scheduled appointments.

We also talked about our lives outside of work, about how time-pressured and overscheduled even our children’s lives had become, despite warnings from prominent child psychologists that kids need time just to be kids. We were shocked to learn that many school districts had even eliminated recess in a misguided effort to make their students “more productive.”

As we shared experiences and further researched the issue, we came to understand that overwork, overscheduling, and time poverty threaten our health, ourxi marriages, families and friendships, our community and civic life, our environment, and even our security. I promise that you’ll see what we mean as you read through this book.

At a meeting in Kalamazoo, Michigan, in March of 2002, we came up with an idea. Why not try to create a national dialogue about our national time problem and how we, as Americans, might begin to solve it? We talked about the first Earth Day in 1970, when, in communities throughout America, people came together to discuss the harm we were doing to the earth and how we might improve our environment.

We knew that within two years of that outpouring of public concern, Congress passed, and a conservative Republican president signed, the most significant environmental legislation in American history—the Clean Air and Water Acts, the National Environmental Policy Act, the Endangered Species Act, and other similar laws.

If Earth Day could do that, we thought, what about a Time Day? Anders Hayden, a member of our group and author of one of the chapters in this book, suggested we hold the event nine weeks before the end of the year—symbolizing the fact that we Americans now work nine weeks more each year than do our transAtlantic neighbors.

Thus was launched the first official national initiative of the Simplicity Forum—Take Back Your Time Day.

Since we came up with the idea, thousands of Americans from all corners of our country have joined the Take Back Your Time Day campaign. They will hold teachins at colleges all across the country and speak-outs at labor halls and churches. The outpouring of interest has indeed confirmed our feeling that this is an issue people feel deeply even if they are often shy about expressing their frustrations.

A manager at an aircraft company called to say he’d just suffered a third heart attack and that his physicians blamed his increasingly long work hours and stress on the job. A veterinarian wrote us about seeing animals who had literally chewed off their fur out of boredom, after being left alone for long periods by their “too-busy” owners.

We began hearing from people from all walks of life, from accountants to schoolteachers. Career counselors, therapists, personal coaches, and corporate human resources managers wrote or called to say they were witnessing a major increase of clients or employees who were working beyond what their bodies and minds could endure.

Volunteers joined the campaign, allowing us to build a major event with almost no money. Art students at the University of Minnesota, Duluth have designed our logo and produced the posters and other visual materials for the campaign. You’ll see their work throughout this book. Environmental journalism students at Western Washington University devoted an issue of their award-winningxii quarterly magazine to the Take Back Your Time effort. Representatives of unions, family organizations, churches and environmental groups readily joined our steering committee.

Take Back Your Time Day is a strictly nonpartisan event. All differences in viewpoints will be welcome—the important thing is to start the dialogue. We will help people to come together and talk about their overworked, overscheduled lives and how personally, or through collective bargaining or legislation, they might find more time for things that really matter. Already, some creative legislation is being developed in Congress—believe it or not!—and at the state level.

The movement for a more balanced American life will begin on Take Back Your Time Day, but it won’t end there. In every community, Take Back Your Time organizations will develop local campaigns to win back time. They’ll help people act at personal, cultural, workplace and legislative levels. By Take Back Your Time Day, 2004, we intend to ask every candidate for office, and especially the Presidential nominees, what they intend to do to help bring work/life balance to America, providing us with what Europeans already take for granted.

Take Back Your Time Day will produce a broad coalition for change. This issue can unite groups who seldom talk to each other—family values conservatives and the women’s movement, labor unions and environmentalists, clergy and doctors, advocates for social justice, enlightened business leaders, and the “slow food” and “simple living” movements. It is an issue that crosses ideological lines. Nobody has any time out there!

As this book makes clear, countries like Norway, the Netherlands, France, and Germany have shown that shorter work time and a balanced life is possible and that it can even be good for business. In fact, most of them are more productive per worker hour than we are!

Shortly after the first mention of Take Back Your Time Day in the press, I received an email of “solidarity” from an organization in Norway called 07-06-05, one that clearly illustrates the gulf that exists between Americans and Europeans where the issues of work time and consumption are concerned. Norwegians may not be the best in the world at coming up with titles for organizations, but they do have the world’s shortest working hours—already. And they aren’t resting on their laurels.

07-06-05, it turns out, stands for June 7, 2005, the one hundredth anniversary of Norway’s independence from Sweden. By that time, 07-06-05 leaders hope Norway will be well on its way to environmental sustainability. They hold up two pillars as the key to achieving their goal—reducing working hours and reducing consumption, so that more of the world’s resources will be available for the world’s poorest countries.

As I read the 07-06-05 call to action, I thought it must have come from some radical green group, some Norwegian Ralph Nader, maybe. But it turns out thatxiii 07-06-05, a campaign complete with TV, radio, and print advertising campaigns throughout Norway, is fully funded by the Norwegian Environment Ministry and endorsed by the prime minister!

Can you imagine an American president of any party actually suggesting we might be better off as a nation if we worked and consumed less? But in fact, as this book suggests, such a proposal by an American leader would be music to millions of ears all over the world.

We talk so little publicly about this issue that people often feel they are alone in their concerns about time. But time, or rather, or lack of it, is the big skeleton hidden in our national closet. Let it out! Talk about this issue around the dinner table and the water cooler, at PTA meetings, union meetings, and book clubs. Use this book, and others recommended in it as resources to help others understand that they are not alone in the time crunch they face, and that they can do something about it.

Join the Take Back Your Time Day campaign, and don’t wait, because there’s no present like the time!

[image: image]Visit our Web site: www.timeday.org






	One-half of all author royalties from this book will be contributed to Take Back Your Time Day.

Take Back Your Time Day is an initiative of the Simplicity Forum, and a project of The Center for Religion, Ethics and Social Policy at Cornell University.
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Introduction

JOHN DE GRAAF

In this book, you’ll find a wide range of perspectives regarding time poverty and begin to see the connections between all of them. Frances Moore Lappé pointed out to me the critically important observation by farmer and environmental writer, Wendell Berry, that in the United States, we too often solve problems issue by issue when it would be more effective to solve them by “pattern.” What is it about the pattern of our lives that exacerbates so many of our social and environmental problems?

This book suggests that a key aspect of our pattern problem comes from an unconscious choice we’ve made as a nation since World War II. Without thinking about it, Americans have taken all their productivity gains in the form of more money—more stuff, if you will—and none of them in the form of more time. Simply put, we as a society have chosen money over time, and this unconscious value pattern has had a powerful and less than beneficial impact on the quality of our collective lives.

True, we didn’t all get the money; in fact, the poorest among us actually earn fewer real dollars than they did a generation ago. Our most significant financial gains went to the richest 20 percent of Americans. Nevertheless, as a whole society we now have much more stuff and considerably less time than we used to.

2
That’s the pattern, and this book shows that the consequences have been and continue to be troubling. The argument here is that if we begin to change the pattern in favor of more time rather than more stuff, a host of other beneficial changes in the quality of our lives will follow.


A Collection of Essays

This book is a collection of essays written by academics, religious and labor leaders, activists, work/life and family counselors and personal coaches, physicians, and journalists. Most have devoted years of their lives to thinking deeply about the issue of time and Americans’ lack of it. The views of all writers, including myself, are theirs alone, not official positions of Take Back Your Time Day, and not necessarily shared by other writers in this book, although I suspect you’ll see considerable agreement as you read along.

You will see, too, that styles differ; some chapters focus on factual data, others on anecdotes and personal stories. Some are conversational, others more academic in approach. Each can be read alone and fully understood, but the whole here is greater than the sum of its parts. As you read along, you’ll clearly see how connected these issues are. You’ll find some repetition because these glimpses into various aspects of time famine do overlap, but, I trust, not too much.

A word about statistics: you may discover in reading this book some differences in the working hour statistics presented by different authors. As Juliet Schor explains in Chapter one, measuring work time is an inexact science. For example, measuring working hours per job will result in statistics showing shorter hours of work than will measuring hours per worker, since nearly ten percent of Americans hold more than one job. Estimates using the Current Population Survey of the United States show longer working hours than do Time Diary studies. International Labor Organization (ILO) reports on annual working hours show longer hours than do those of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Nonetheless, the central point the book makes—that American working hours are getting longer—is backed up by all measurements, although only recently in the case of Time Diary studies. Moreover, the ILO and OECD both show the same gap between American and western European working hours, approximately 350 per year. About the fact that Americans work considerably longer hours than the citizens of any other modern industrial nation, there is no longer any debate.


Structure of the Book

The book starts with work-time issues, demonstrating clearly how American working hours have risen since the 1960s. You’ll see how American vacations have become an endangered species—the Spotted Owl of our social lives—and how millions of workers face steadily increasing “mandatory” overtime demands that3 leave them exhausted and leave you less safe and secure.

[image: image]

The next series of chapters examines the impact of overwork and over-scheduling on our families, children, communities, citizen participation, and even our treatment of animals.

Health and security concerns follow. A criminologist suggests that long working hours make us less safe, while two doctors examine the impact of our rush, rush, work, work, hurry-up existence on our health as individuals and as a nation.

We explore the environmental impact of overwork, and the time cost of our sprawling land use patterns and automobile dependence. We reveal a new study showing that people who work fewer hours are not only happier than are the overworked, but also more benign in their environmental impact.

Two chapters explore history and tradition. For more than half a century, the United States was the leader in the worldwide movement for shorter work time. Moreover, our great religious and spiritual teachings all emphasize the need for rest from work, for time to be instead of to have.

But this is also a book about solutions, and they start with personal choices and responsibility. We see how our spending patterns and unconscious acceptance of the plethora of consumer messages we get each day actually cost us time. Thousands of Americans are finding out how to simplify their lives and sharing their ideas with others.

Others are finding ways to share jobs and win more flexible work schedules through negotiation with their employers.

We present the case for phased retirement options and for sabbaticals—for ordinary workers, not just academics. We find out what labor unions are doing to4 challenge mandatory overtime and win more family time for their members and other workers.

Some critics suggest that shorter working hours would be bad for the economy, bad for business. But this book counters that assumption.

We also look at possibilities for cultural change, seeing how the “slow food” and “slow cities” movements are changing everyday life in ways that give us time.

But Public Policy has a place here as well; many Americans will not win more time through personal action or even workplace bargaining alone. We examine the enlightened laws that have given Europeans the choice of far more balanced lifestyles than their American counterparts enjoy—shorter working hours, longer vacations, generous family leave policies, and other innovative approaches that assure benefits for part-time workers.

Can we develop American public policies that put work in its rightful place, as part of life, not the be-all and end-all of life? We offer some bold ideas to do just that. Finally, we ask the big question: some economists say shorter work hours and more balanced lives are bad for “the economy,” but what’s an economy for anyway if not for happier, balanced lives?


A Practical Appendix

The appendices comprise a practical organizer’s toolkit, giving you the ideas you’ll need to organize Take Back Your Time Day activities in your community or college (you’ll find more of them at our Web site: www.timeday.org.) You can use this handbook in classes or discussion groups. You’ll find suggested discussion questions on our Web site, as well.

If you are like most readers, you will find many things to agree with here, and other points that call forth exclamations of “no way!” But the point of this book, and of Take Back Your Time Day, is not to get us all to agree on everything, but to begin the conversation about an issue that deeply affects the great majority of us in this country, yet one which our leaders seem not to think and speak about at all. We cannot solve the time crunch until we talk seriously about it as Americans and make it part of our social, workplace, and political agenda. Let the discussion start with this book.
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CHAPTER 1
The (Even More) Overworked American

JULIET SCHOR

I consider Juliet Schor to be one of America’s intellectual treasures—a scholar whose profound gifts have been devoted to making ours a happier and more balanced society. I first met her in 1991. Then an economist at Harvard, she was just finishing her powerful book, The Overworked American, the first to document and challenge the steady rise in hours worked by Americans since the late 1960s. Her book impressively examined the high price Americans are paying for their new epidemic of overwork, and it suggested a strong connection between long working hours and consumerism—what Schor called “the work-and-spend cycle.” Schor’s work has been a wake-up call for many Americans, including myself, but sadly, the problems she analyzed have only grown worse, and are in even greater need of attention today. —JdG

One of the most striking features of American society is how much we work. Now the world’s standout workaholic nation, America leads other industrial countries in terms of the proportion of the population holding jobs, the number of days spent on those jobs per year, and the hours worked per day. Taken together, these three variables yield a strikingly high measure of work hours per person and per labor force participant.

7
In 1996, average U.S. work hours surpassed those in Japan. And they haven’t stopped climbing. Through booms and busts, both work hours and employment have continued to rise for more than three decades.


The Rise of Annual Work Hours

Just over ten years ago, I published a book entitled The Overworked American, in which I argued that contrary to the conventional belief that leisure time was increasing, U.S. working hours had begun an upward climb following the 1960s. My estimates caused a firestorm of controversy, but subsequent years confirmed the trend I identified. Work hours are indeed rising, and significantly so. And the trend has continued. Americans are now working even more than they did when The Overworked American was published.

The data I relied on were from the Current Population Survey (CPS) of the United States, a household survey. The Economic Policy Institute in Washington, which originally published my estimates, has continued to update them (see Table 1 for their latest calculations). What the data show is that from 1973 to 2000, the average American worker added an additional 199 hours to his or her annual schedule—or nearly five additional weeks of work per year (assuming a 40 hour workweek).

Since the 1980s, work hours have risen steadily by about half a percent per year, a reality attributed both to the fact that weekly hours have gone up (about a tenth8 of a percentage point a year), and that people are working more days and weeks each year.


TABLE 1 / Annual Hours in the United States, 1967–2000
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Viewed from the perspective of the household, which incorporates the rise in the participation of mothers in the labor force, the added burden of work has been even greater. Among all married-couple households, with heads of households in the 25–54 age range, total annual hours of paid work by both husbands and wives rose by a whopping 388 between 1979 and 2000, a gain of nearly 12 percent.

The increase has been even larger for some subgroups. Among those in the mid-point of the income distribution (the famously “squeezed middle class”) the average increase in hours worked annually was 660 per year, a rise of just over 20 percent.


The Controversy about Time-use Trends

As mentioned earlier, some researchers challenged my findings, most notably Thomas Juster, Frank Stafford, Geoffrey Godbey, and John Robinson. They all believed that Americans were actually gaining leisure time at a rapid clip. They based their conclusions on a different type of data—daily time diaries in which survey participants recorded their activities in fifteen minute time blocks.

My source of data, the Current Population Survey (CPS), was a large, representative sample of households. Respondents gave retrospective estimates of how many hours they had worked in the previous week. The time-diary researchers believed that people were over-estimating their work time in the CPS data.1

Some of the claims of the time diary researchers were easy to refute. Juster and Stafford, for example, argued against my conclusions on the basis of data which were already a decade out of date (ending in 1981), and which missed the large work-time increases of the 1980s. Similarly, time diaries do not measure annual hours, but only weekly ones. Given that the larger part of the increase in9 annual hours occurred because people were working more days per year, their emphasis on weekly estimates was misleading.

Another limitation of the time diary research was that it has never taken into account the substantial influence on hours of work that comes from variations in the rate of unemployment or the stage of the business cycle. Time-diary researchers compared hours at the peak of business expansions (longer) with hours in the midst of recessions (shorter). My methods corrected for all these macroeconomic influences.

Finally, the time-diary samples have been much smaller and unrepresentative of the whole country in ways which bias the results. One important virtue of the CPS is that it is a very large, representative survey.

On the other hand, time-diary researchers did have an important point. Diary data is superior to recall data, and their claims that people overestimate their working hours may be true. However, the issue under debate was less the actual amount of work-time than trends. As long as the tendency to overestimate is stable, the upward trend of the CPS data is still a valid indicator.

Furthermore, some researchers have argued that the general claim of an “overworked American” obscures important differences in experience by education and income level. Yet my original research found that virtually all subgroups in the labor force experienced an increase in hours, with the exception of the partially-unemployed.

Eventually, the controversy died down. The ongoing estimates of the Economic Policy Institute, as well as estimates provided by other economists, supported the finding that work hours were increasing. And by the mid-1990s, the change was recognized even in the time diaries. In the second edition of their book, Time for Life, Robinson and Godbey reported that their additional data collection efforts during the ‘90s were yielding a new trend: the number of hours that women worked each week had begun to rise dramatically.


The Ironic Effects of Laborsaving Technologies

Of course, there is a certain irony in all the work that Americans are doing. The U.S. led the world in the technological revolution of the 1990s, as the Internet, computers, wireless, bio-informatics, and science were supposed to yield stupendous productivity gains that delivered us from excessive labor. This was both a promise and a prediction. Consider Jeremy Rifkin’s book, The End of Work, which predicted that widespread technological change would increasingly make human labor superfluous.

As it turns out, however, the labor requirements of technology have very little to do with how many jobs an economy generates or how long people work at those jobs. Indeed, the first Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century and the10 Technological Revolution of the late twentieth century teach us an important lesson: the introduction of labor-saving technologies are frequently the impetus for massive increases in work.

What accounts for this paradox? On the one hand, the new technologies of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century provided new opportunities for making money. As firms seized those opportunities, they required long work hours from their employees, especially in the high-tech sectors, and in better paid manufacturing industries, such as auto or steel, where heavy overtime became a permanent feature of life.

Employers were able to elicit those extra hours because structural changes in the labor market made it hard for people to resist. There were far fewer unions, while part-time, contingent, and temporary work had become more prevalent. Even at the end of the 1990s boom, Americans felt more insecurity about their job status than in previous decades. Finding a full-time job with good security, benefits, and promotional possibilities had gotten harder and harder over time. Landing one of those plums meant that long hours came with it.

At the same time, the booming economy reinforced a powerful cycle of “work-and-spend,” in which consumer norms accelerated dramatically. People needed to work more to purchase all the new products being churned out by a globalizing consumer economy. And they responded to their stressful working lives by participating in an orgy of consumer upscaling. There was an upsurge in luxury goods consumption, but now the aspiration to own these status items had become widely shared. Over the last thirty years, real consumption expenditures per person have doubled, from $11,171 to $22,152.


Conclusion

Recent trends in working hours are almost astonishing. Unlike the century between 1850 and 1950, when productivity improvements translated into considerable reductions in hours of work, the last three decades have witnessed steady increases in work time.

Between 1969 and 2000, the overall index of labor productivity per hour increased about 80 percent, from 65.5 to 116.6 (1992 = 100). That index represents economic progress, indicating that the average worker in 2000 could produce nearly twice as much as in 1969. Had we used that productivity dividend to reduce hours of work, the average American could be working only a little more than twenty hours a week. That’s the most extreme assumption—all productivity increases channeled into shorter hours.

And what if that had happened? Our material standard of living would have stabilized. Americans would be eating out less, house size wouldn’t have grown by 50 percent, and kitchen cabinets might still be made of formica. We also wouldn’t be heating up the climate as rapidly, because expensive gas-guzzling SUVs wouldn’t11 have become so popular. We wouldn’t need to replace our computers every two to three years either, which might not be such a bad thing, at least from an environmental point of view. (A recent report suggests that the average computer uses a total quantity of material resources equivalent to the average car, or more.)

It’s worth noting that stable incomes do not mean static consumer choice. Certainly, Americans would be consuming a different mix of goods and services than in 1960. But in the aggregate, taking all productivity growth as leisure time would have led to a stable real level of income.

But rather than focus on the stability of income, why not consider the temporal gains? The normal workweek could go as low as 20 hours, plus seven weeks of vacation. Two-income households with children could easily do without paid child care, because their work-time commitments would be low. People would have plenty of time for community and volunteer work, perhaps meaning less need for government social spending. It would be easy to pursue a passion, like playing music or woodworking, or quilting, or fishing.

We could become lifelong learners, or make up for our chronic national sleep deficit. All that free time could also go into pleasurable activities that provide additional income or consumption—like gardening, or making crafts for sale, or building furniture, or sewing—but that increasingly few people have time for now. There would also be fewer work-related expenses which would make stable salaries more bearable.

Americans could actually get back to eating dinner together, talking, and visiting friends—all activities that have been pushed out by excessive work time. From today’s vantage point, a time-surplus society may seem utopian, almost unnatural. But that’s only because we’ve been going at 24/7 for too many years and have lost sight of other possibilities.

It’s not too late to stop and smell the roses. The time has come to take back our time.


TABLE 2 / Growth in Annual Hours and Productivity in the United States, 1967–2000 (average annual change)





1Growth in Annual Hours and Productivity in the United States, 1967–2000. For a comprehensive discussion of this debate, see the work of J.B. Schor.
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CHAPTER 2
An Issue for Everybody

BARBARA BRANDT

One sometimes hears that the issue of time pressure in America is primarily an upper middle-class concern, without meaning for the rest of society. But as Barbara Brandt points out, overwork and time pressure may have even greater impact on poor Americans, many of whom need to work at least two jobs to rise above the poverty level. For me, the most wrenching story in Michael Moore’s recent film, Bowling for Columbine, addressed just this issue. Moore showcased a recent tragedy in his hometown of Flint, Michigan, where a six-year-old girl was shot to death by a classmate. While call-in show listeners demanded that the boy who killed her be tried as an adult, both the prosecutor and the sheriff in the case spoke to the underlying cause of the incident.

The boy’s mother, a single parent, had been moved from “welfare to work” in response to recent welfare reform. The only job available was a 90-minute bus commute from her home so she was away for at least eleven hours a day, could not afford Childcare, and had to leave her son unsupervised for long periods. In fact, her full-time job paid so little she fell behind on her rent payments and had to move in with her brother who kept a gun collection. The boy found one of the guns and took it to school. The rest was tragedy.

Although work is preferable to charity, circumstances such as these raise the question, Should mothers of young children be required to spend so much time in the workplace regardless of the impact on their children?

For more than 12 years, Barbara Brandt, the National staff person for the Shorter Work-Time Group, has tirelessly investigated the issue of shorter work13 time from the perspective of overworked Americans at all income levels and in all walks of life. As she points out, people in different situations are affected differently; solutions that can help poor Americans escape the overwork treadmill will not necessarily be the same as those that help the more affluent. Instead, any broad discussion of this issue must include consideration of “living wages,” assuming that no American needs to work more than full time to escape the burdens of poverty. —JdG



In the early 1990s, US Airways was near bankruptcy. To keep the company afloat, employees made numerous concessions. Their holidays and vacations were cancelled, and their wages slashed. One employee movingly described how, after the wage cuts, he had to work enormous amounts of overtime in order to meet his expenses. This was taking a terrible emotional toll on his family life. He and his wife were drifting apart, and he rarely saw his two teenage daughters. With tears in his eyes, this man told company executives, ”I want to be able to fall in love with my wife again. I want to be home with my daughters.” His desire for more time is anything but unique.

Overworked, stressed-out, rushed, harried Americans today include millions of men and women of all ages, races, and classes, at all income levels and in all occupations, married and single, with and without children. They range from Fortune 500 CEOs and high-powered, high-tech professionals to garment workers in grimy sweatshops; from truck drivers and autoworkers to medical professionals, both doctors and nurses, forced to keep working even though bleary-eyed and exhausted; from well-to-do lawyers, middle managers in retail and other service industries to office workers on our new “electronic assembly lines,” and low-paid men and women who must combine multiple poorly paid jobs to get by.

They include the millions of Americans who want more time with their families, whose children reside dawn to dusk in day-care centers or hang out unsupervised after school; the millions of people who are emotionally exhausted and stressed out because they can’t meet all their responsibilities at work and at home; those who develop Repetitive strain injuries from long hours of performing the same work movements with their hands and arms; and the numerous Americans who don’t have enough time to visit with friends, participate in their communities, or even to vote.

But the problem of overwork affects not only those who have to work long hours. Overwork also affects the unemployed and the underemployed: the millions of Americans in the contingent workforce who are struggling to subsist on insecure, low-paid temporary or part-time work, and the millions of people who are seeking work, but remain jobless.
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Families

Families are especially hard hit by our rising work hours. The typical family of the 1950s and 1960s—at least in the popular mythology—consisted of a breadwinner who supported his family with one full-time job, while his wife worked “mothers’ hours” or was a full-time homemaker so she could raise the kids. By the 1990s, the typical family had become the dual-earner family, with both adults working, often full time, or longer. Thus, families as a unit are now putting in more paid work time than ever before in recent history.

This is a particular burden for working women who in general still take primary responsibility for housework and childcare after all their paid work. But as it becomes more acceptable for men to share housework and childcare, both men and women are expressing the desire to work less.

The 1997 National Study of the Changing Workforce reports that today’s working American man puts in an average of 49.4 hours on the job per week while today’s working woman puts in an average of 42.4 hours per week on the job. Both men and women would like to work about eleven hours less per week. Long work hours are especially hard on single parents who now head about 27 percent of our families—22 percent headed by mothers alone, and five percent headed by fathers alone.


Wageworkers and Professionals

The Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA), passed by Congress in 1938, established the 40-hour “full-time” workweek, and mandated time-and-a-half pay for “over-time”—any work over 40 hours per week. While this “overtime penalty” was supposed to discourage employers from overworking existing employees, and instead hiring more workers when needed, it has become increasingly irrelevant. With the high cost of job-related benefits (health insurance, paid vacations, etc.), it is now more cost-effective for employers to overwork their current employees and pay them overtime, rather than hiring additional full-time employees with all the benefits that would include.

When workers are unionized, they can attempt to bargain for reasonable limits to their work hours. But in recent years, employers have often been able to insert mandatory overtime into their contracts, far beyond the amounts that workers want to put in. Furthermore, the Fair Labor Standards Act only applies to employees who are paid by the hour. It does not cover the salaried professionals, administrators, executives, and managers who make up one-third of our workforce. Since these millions of “FLSA-exempt” employees have no legal protections, they can be forced to work as many hours as their employers want—and they do not even have to be paid for their overtime work.
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Public Health and Safety

Forcing people to work excessively long hours causes fatigue, impairs judgment, and leads to accidents and injuries. Not only workers, themselves, but the people they work with, and even the general public, can suffer due to overwork-related errors and accidents.

A few years ago, a member of a Hollywood film crew fell asleep in his car and died in a crash while driving home from a 19-hour work day on a movie set—one of a string of extremely long work days demanded by the producers in order to meet their deadlines. His colleagues began circulating a petition to limit their work hours to a maximum of 14 hours a day. Over 20,000 members of the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees in Hollywood, along with members of the Screen Actors Guild and the Directors Guild have since signed this petition. Movie crew members on the set are now wearing buttons that say, “We came to work, not to die.”

On May 11, 2000, after a grueling seven weeks on the picket line, 600 Registered Nurses at St. Vincent’s Hospital in Worcester, Massachusetts won a bitter strike against their for-profit management’s demand that they work eight hours of16 mandatory overtime on top of their regular eight-hour shifts. These nurses—and others in Washington, D.C., Flint, Michigan, and elsewhere in the U.S.—were striking because management’s proposal would use mandatory overtime not to deal with occasional emergencies, but as a regular staffing strategy.
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Even more importantly, the nurses emphasized that they were striking for patient safety, because exhausted nurses cannot stay alert or make good decisions. Overtime is rising in every industry, commented Carolyn McVay, President of the California Nurses Association. “But in this one, if you’re tired and you make a mistake, it can mean a life.” Because of the issues involved, nurses’ strikes against mandatory overtime around the U.S. have received widespread community support.


Part-time and Temporary Workers—The Underemployed

While hours for full-time workers have been rising since the 1970s, we’ve seen a simultaneous increase in part-time and temporary work, often referred to as “contingent employment.” Some estimates claim that the contingent workforce now includes approximately 30 percent of all U.S. workers, primarily women and people of color.

But even contingent workers are affected by overwork. Not only has it become more profitable for employers to require their regular full-time workers to work excessive hours, it is also profitable to supplement the regular staff with part time or temporary workers who, according to current law, do not have to receive benefits, and who are often paid lower hourly rates than their full-time colleagues for doing the same job.


The Underemployed

Overwork and joblessness are often two sides of the same coin, as employers increasingly choose to limit the number of employees hired while requiring those already on the job to work extended hours. Although unemployment affects Americans of all ages and skill levels, people of lower-income and communities of color are the hardest hit. Black men, especially younger ones, suffer from our nation’s highest unemployment rates.

Furthermore, over the last 20 years, unemployment has also impacted hundreds of thousands of formerly secure, well-paid workers due to corporate mergers, takeovers, or “restructuring.” In order to maximize profits, companies are “downsizing”—laying off as many employees as possible and overworking those who remain. As many “survivors” say, “One person is now doing the work of two.” The events of September 11, 2001, and the accompanying economic slowdown have led to additional widespread layoffs.
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Might it be possible for well-paid but overworked employees to “just say no” to their long hours, give up their extra pay, and demand instead that their work be shared with those who don’t have jobs? Not only is this possible, it has actually happened.

In 1986, autoworkers from UAW Local 95 at the General Motors plant in Janesville, Wisconsin were jubilant when they signed an agreement with GM for a four-day workweek: four 10-hour days and three days off per week. The contract also provided for a fifth 10-hour day if GM felt it was needed. At first, workers were able to enjoy their great schedules, but after a few years, GM began pushing them to work five, six, even seven days a week, sometimes up to 80 hours a week.

Even though these workers made $27.75 an hour in overtime pay for Saturday and weekday overtime, and $37 an hour for working Sundays and holidays, many preferred to give up the extra hours and income so they could have more time with their families. In November 1994, Local 95 voted to go on strike to reduce excessive overtime hours and to get GM to hire additional workers.

Local 95 was inspired by another dramatic strike one month earlier. At GM’s enormous “Buick City” plant in Flint, Michigan, workers were forced to put in 11-hour days, six days a week or more, and their fatigue, repetitive strain injuries, and stress-related illnesses were rising. Buick City had not hired any new workers since 1986, instead taking on occasional temporary workers for limited periods of peak demand.

On September 29, 1994, the 11,500 members of Local 599 struck Buick City. After five days, during which production in GM plants across the U.S. was shut down, the strike ended when GM agreed to help those already injured, prevent such overload in the future, and hire back 779 full-time workers who had long been unemployed.


Low-income Workers

The Economic Policy Institute reports that approximately 24 percent (almost one-fourth) of all American workers today earn below-poverty incomes ($8.71 an hour or less). Low-income workers tend to be women and people of color, and their low incomes often result from low hourly wages at contingent, short hours or temporary jobs (usually without benefits). For low-paid workers, long work hours—if they can get them—are often essential.

On Chicago’s South Side, a mother (we’ll call her Jane) and her two children— an eight-year-old boy and a six-year-old girl—live in a very dangerous neighborhood. Due to commonplace drugs and shootings, Jane has to be around to watch them when they get home from school at 3 p.m. Since she can’t find a regular job while they’re in school, she leaves them home alone at night while she works the18 night shift at a retail drugstore. Her work number is posted between the kids’ beds on a nightstand by the phone. But her $200-a-week night job isn’t enough to pay her bills, so she also finds part-time work cleaning apartments during the day. She sleeps when she can.

Low-income workers like Jane sometimes juggle two, or even three, part-time jobs in order to support themselves and their families. When they do so, the government officially counts them as “part-time workers,” even though they may actually be working more than 40 hours a week (more than “full-time”), while still receiving low pay and no benefits from any of their jobs.

While people at all occupational and income levels suffer from the problems of overwork, lack of time, and related physical and emotional stress, low-income workers and their families bear a special burden. If you are overworked but well paid, you can use your income to purchase conveniences and amenities that help you cope with your lack of time, and you can hire others to provide essential household services, such as cooking, cleaning, and childcare that you do not have time to perform. Lower-income workers, however, may not only lack time, but also the ability to pay for the services and conveniences higher-income workers take for granted.

There is nothing wrong with part-time work that pays well and provides benefits. For many overworked individuals, being able to do their jobs less than fulltime, while still receiving benefits and promotions, is an ideal solution for better work-life balance. But for lower-income workers, shorter hours alone are no solution unless accompanied by higher wages. Understanding this, many American communities have passed “living wage” laws, requiring minimum rates of pay that lift full-time workers in their communities above poverty levels.


The Good News

Some big corporations are finding that allowing high-powered employees to work less actually improves their performance. And these employees report that their scaled-back workweeks do not inhibit their career advancement. Such findings come from a recent study of 87 corporate professionals whose employers developed “customized work arrangements” that allow them to work less than full time, at proportionally reduced wages. These “downshifting” professionals include women who are starting families, and men seeking more time with their kids or greater community involvement.

In an industry notorious for its long work hours, SAS, a privately held computer software company in Cary, North Carolina, decided to improve employees’ well-being by limiting their weekly work hours, starting with its CEO. Hours were reduced first to 40, then 35 per week. The company switchboard got turned off at19 5 p.m., and the gate was locked at 6 p.m. The result has been programmers who are more alert, fewer programming errors, and millions of dollars saved due to extremely low employee turnover. Originally viewed as crazy by its competitors, SAS has since been profiled by “60 Minutes,” and studied by many other firms interested in duplicating its unique approach to productivity.
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But bigger struggles still lie ahead, as Americans of all backgrounds bring the problems related to overwork and lack of time into widespread public discussion, question the workaholic values and assumptions of our culture and economy, and begin to propose a range of shorter work-time solutions for a public policy agenda that can benefit all workers. Take Back Your Time Day presents an exciting opportunity to move this process forward.
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CHAPTER 3
The Incredible Shrinking Vacation

JOE ROBINSON

Back in 1992, a San Francisco lawyer named Richard Such had a great idea. A trip to Germany had made him aware of how much more vacation time Europeans get compared to Americans. So, Such tried to get an initiative on the California ballot that would have required a six-week vacation for all workers in the state. I met Such while he was seeking signatures for the initiative at a transit stop in downtown San Francisco. Though many people were adding their names, business opposition and a lack of money prevented Such from getting enough signatures to bring the issue to a vote.

More than 10 years later, the situation has not improved. Instead, the average American vacation is even shorter. But another Californian, Joe Robinson, an energetic writer and adventurer from Santa Monica, is trying to change that. He is the leader of a national campaign advocating minimum paid vacation legislation. The campaign has attracted 50,000 petition signers and considerable media attention. In this chapter, Robinson points out how far behind the rest of the world we Americans are when it comes to time for life, and what we can do about it. —JdG
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Curtis Krizer is an aerospace engineer, a parent, a Republican—and livid. The volatile economy and, in particular, the gyrations of defense contracts, have made it practically impossible for him to be at a company for the five years needed to get more than two weeks off. This is a fact of life for most of us now in a world where the average worker will go through seven careers, and many more jobs, in a lifespan. With each new employer, his accrued vacation time shrinks to zero, and he’s back to grubbing for a week or two of vacation.

Sometimes pulling 80- and 90-hour workweeks, Krizer is furious that he never has any extended time to recover from the pounding or to spend with his wife and family as real quality time. His company’s policy of two weeks, he tells me, is “hilarious, because that only applies to the U.S. Our company has a division in Germany where they get four- to six-week holidays.”


American Exceptionalism

As the world shrinks in the global marketplace and many of us work for multinational companies, more and more American workers across party lines are discovering just how out of whack paid-leave policies are in the U.S. compared to the rest of the world, and often to what European and Australian fellow workers in their very own companies receive.

While colleagues in Paris or Melbourne get four to five weeks of paid leave by law each year—six and more by collective agreement—Americans are stuck with 8.1 days after the first year on the job, and 10.2 days after three years, according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, by far the shortest vacations in the industrialized world. It’s becoming clear that this miserly state of affairs doesn’t jibe with our professed belief in equal treatment, family values, justice, or engaged citizenship.

As one worker wrote to Work to Live, the campaign I started to address our vacation deficit disorder with a minimum paid-leave law, ”It makes my blood boil to know that European workers for my company receive three times the vacation time I do, and it makes me feel like a big, fat sucker.”

Workers like these know the lie behind the stinginess of American paid-leave— that we could never have long vacations like the Europeans because it would kill profitability and reduce us to living on Spam for the rest of our lives. In fact, hundreds of American companies operate successfully in Europe while providing employees with four to six-week vacations as required by local law.

It’s been going on for decades, and the European divisions of Ford, Xerox, Microsoft, Coke, and Pepsi have all managed to avoid apocalypse, as have thousands of corporations in the U.S. who offer their top executives four weeks vacation or more—a routine part of incentive compensation for the brass. It’s proof22 positive that four-week vacations are not only doable, but are in fact being done on a regular basis.


No Legal Protections

So it’s not that U.S. companies can’t implement real vacations. They just don’t want to. And if they don’t want to, they don’t have to, because we are the only country in the industrialized world without a minimum paid-leave law. Even the Chinese get a mandated three weeks off. With vacation time left solely to the whim of employers, we are forever left in the position of begging for it, and now as never before. In the 24/7 workplace, where, according to U.S. News & World Report and the National Sleep Foundation, almost 40 percent of us put in more than 50 hours a week, it’s becoming harder and harder to get the leave coming to us. Vacations are increasingly on paper only.

“They tell you, ‘we can’t really let you take that time off now, because we’re short’,” fumes Troy Overfield, a managed care administrator. “It’s life that’s too short. I worked for 10 years with no vacation. I’m not accepting that anymore.”

The manic lust to reach the next quarter’s earnings estimates so the brass can cash in astronomical bonuses and stock options, combined with the false urgency of ubiquitous instant communications, has chilled our already paltry vacations further. Managers stall, sow doubt, and cancel paid leave, making it seem like you’re a company saboteur simply for taking the time the company originally offered you.

“They make you feel like the whole place is going to fall apart if you leave,” notes Matt Fahrner, a systems technician for a national leather retailer. “You’d be causing a hardship for other employees. There’s always a big project that needs to be done. The way that business is structured today there’s always something more to do. You’re never finished. Therefore, when you take a vacation, it’s a bad time, no matter what. So there’s this guilt associated with it.”

Downsizing-fueled job insecurity has led some Americans to work through their vacations in a practice known as “defensive overworking,” a futile attempt to insulate themselves from future layoffs. On average, according to a study commissioned by Expedia.com, Americans gave back 175 million days of paid vacation to employers last year—time they already had coming. It was a $20 billion gift to business.

It’s no surprise in this climate of fear and paranoia that some 26 percent of American workers don’t take any vacation at all. And for the rest, well, it’s not much better, as this mind-boggling stat reveals: Half of all travel by Americans is now in two or three-day microscopic bits, reports the Travel Industry Association of America. The average vacation span now is a long weekend. This helps to explain another staggering statistic: Only eight percent of Americans have passports. In Australia, more than 40 percent of the population has passports. It’s tricky to see the world in a weekend.
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Europeans joke that Americans come in only two ages: college student or senior citizen. As if out of some lost Twilight Zone episode, every Yank without a student ID or jug of Metamucil has gone missing. Unfortunately, we know all too well where they are, sucked up by the career black hole that passes for life for Americans between the ages of 25 and 65.


Out of Balance

The only thing valued in the mindset that fuels our overworked land is productivity. Unless we’re hyperventilating away on productive activity, we are worthless. This has led us to the truly psychotic state whereby enjoyment—intrinsic satisfaction without objective end—is a cause for guilt, twitchiness, and unhappiness, because it’s seen as a violation of productive purpose.

When the point of all our work, enjoyment of the fruits of our labor, has become something to fear, we have succeeded in sentencing ourselves to a “life” of hard labor. Even if we manage to take a vacation, we’re too guilty to really relax and allow ourselves the release from the endless cycle of fear and anxiety our bodies need to recover from a year of stress.

We are definitely a piece of work.


The Engine of Creativity

As with any behavior as psychologically twisted as this, there’s a lot going into the pot: the fact that we have so much of our esteem and self-worth wrapped up in what we do, instead of who we are. There’s the superstition about free time— that it’s evil because it’s non-productive. But it’s really the opposite. It’s the engine of creativity, energy, and innovation. And there’s the illusion that more material stuff, prestige, and money will make us happy when, as all the science shows, they won’t.

We could begin to stick our toe in the water of real vacations and enjoyment, and not feel guilty about it, if we could simply legalize them. Because we have no paid-leave law, the message is very clear: Vacations are not officially sanctioned. Instead, they are left with the distinct odor of illegitimacy, particularly as we have to go through such a stink to get them from people who don’t want us to take them.

When you have to twist arms, run a gauntlet of slacker cracks, and then—the final insult—feel unproductive and paranoid when you’re on your vacation, it feels about as legitimate as a bank heist. But it’s you who has been robbed of the peace of mind to enjoy the time of your life.
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How Europe Does It

It’s all so pointless when you realize how easy it could be for us to take real holidays. The difference between being a zombie with a week or two of guilt-wracked vacation and having four to six legal weeks to savor and indulge as the Europeans do comes down to two amazingly simple workplace practices: planning and cross-training.

Unlike in the U.S., where companies don’t want you to be gone, and so don’t plan for it, turning even a few days off into utter chaos, real vacations work in Europe because companies actually plan for it. Employees put in their holiday requests at the beginning of the year and figure out among themselves and management who goes when.

“We would sit down and say, ‘well, there’s a conflict here; we can’t have as many people gone in that time frame’,” recalls Elliot Robertson, an American technology buyer who worked in Germany for eight years. “So then we’d ask who’s willing to give and take. If people had kids, you made sure that those guys got first dibs on the times when their children were out of school. It worked very well.” Robertson and his family were able to enjoy six weeks off every year.

Holiday scheduling is built into the workflow for the year. “It’s an integral part of the work planning,” explains Danish labor expert Kim Benzon Knudsen. “Five to six weeks holiday here is 10 percent of the year, and management must provide that the workforce of the company has the ability to cover people while they’re gone to that extent.”

Vacations are factored into budgeting, production, and all phases of the operation. The absence of any thought or planning in American companies for the vacation benefits they supposedly offer illustrates not only how poorly managed things are here, but also why there’s that panic and pile-up when you try to take a holiday. A paid-leave law would legitimize vacations so that they would become a normal part of the work year and planning, not an afterthought that makes your supervisor steam like a jilted lover. Holidays would no longer be thought of as mutinous interruptions, but routine, covered events.


Cross-training

The other part of the solution is cross-training, a concept that makes for better athletes in the sporting world and more well-rounded, and certainly more relaxed, employees at the office. European companies use cross-training to spread the knowledge and skills around, so that when someone is on a holiday other people know enough about their job to pick up the slack while they’re gone.
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Elliot Robertson raves about the wonders of cross-training, which he first discovered in the U.S. Army (which, by the way, offers four weeks vacation the first year on the job). “Everyone in my department knew pretty much the mechanics of each other’s jobs,” he says. “So we could cover somebody else while they were on their holiday, and business wouldn’t suffer.”

Juergen Lattenkamp, a medical assistant who operates MRI equipment at a radiology practice in Mannheim, Germany, spreads his job among three different people to give himself six weeks and more of holiday time each year. “If nobody can do your job, you’re stuck,” Lattenkamp points out. “It’s very important to delegate. If you give up some responsibility, you have more free time.”

If it was any more elementary, we’d need coloring books. Ron Keleman, a financial services entrepreneur in Salem, Oregon, knows planning and cross-training can work here, because that’s the policy at his company, the H Group. He’s gone from being someone who almost never took a day off to somebody who savors a month off each year. He’s now working on taking every Friday off, too. His staff gets almost a month of paid leave.

“It’s made me more productive,” enthuses Keleman. “It’s made me happier. I’ve accomplished more in the last seven years than I did in the previous twenty. It’s fun to be here. It’s all about quality of life.”

For Cincinnati cleaning company, Jancoa, Inc., cross-training combined with three-week vacations for all 468 people at the company has resulted in increased morale, productivity, and profits, which are up 15 percent. It cut turnover at the company from 360 percent to 60 percent in a notoriously revolving-door industry. The company hardly has any overtime or recruiting costs anymore.

It should be clear to anyone that real vacations and the planning to make them work definitely can get done here at almost no cost. Instead of destroying productivity, as the Chicken Littles of the business world claim they will, evidence shows that three- and four-week vacations actually increase production and profits. In fact, when you get into the research, you realize the complete fraud of the bill of goods we’re sold on productivity. It’s not how long you work, but how well you do the job, which is a function of how rested and energized you are.

Continuous time on a task causes us to get overtasked. CAT scans of fatigued brains look exactly like those that are sound asleep. One Department of Labor study found that the average amount of productive time in a typical working day is 4.8 hours. Another study revealed that someone working seven straight weeks of 50-hour weeks would get no more done after two months than if they had worked 40 hours a week, because the productivity level is so bad in the fried haze of overtime.

Jobs done late at night and over the weekend frequently have to be redone later. Curtis Krizer has seen it many times. “We waste a lot of money on overtime, tons26 of money,” he says. “You make many more mistakes. Work on the weekend has to be redone on Monday. You’re spending astronomical amounts if you’re paying contractors because of the extra time. It’s a waste.”
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Chronic overtime and skipped vacations don’t make us more productive. Our bravado act only produces more medical bills which is one of many reasons why we need real vacations. They keep the health tab down by breaking up stress and healing bodies and minds battered by pointless masochistic behavior. Studies have shown that men who took an annual vacation reduced the risk of heart attack by 30 percent, while frequent vacations cut women’s risk of death from heart disease in half.

Half of all U.S. workers are said to be suffering from symptoms of burnout today. Burnout occurs when stress has exhausted all your emotional resources. A study by the University of Tel Aviv’s Arie Shirom and S. E. Hobfoll documented that one of the remarkable features of a vacation is that it helps to gather lost emotional resources crashed by burnout, such as social support and a sense of mastery, and that it takes a minimum of two full weeks for the emotional restoration process to occur. That’s why long weekends are not vacations. You need time to fully unwind and restore your mind and body. Vacations are a simple antidote to the crushing epidemic of burnout.

Vacations are also your best chance in the year to get in some real living, to get out of the job-as-life box, off automatic pilot, and rediscover your passions, enthusiasms, friends, family, and the vitality of partaking in the world outside career brainlock. Social scientists have found that leisure experiences increase positive mood, act as a buffer against life’s setbacks, and open the door to the best times of our lives. When we are fully involved in the direct experience of intrinsic pursuits, we come as close as we can to happiness and well-being—to optimum living.

Believe it or not, we almost had paid-leave protection back in the 1930s, when European nations began to enshrine their vacation policies into law. In 1936 the Department of Labor formed the Committee on Vacations with Pay which issued a report blasting our lack of paid-leave legislation pointing out that 30 other countries had laws on the books. It recommended that the Secretary of Labor draft legislation, but the ball was dropped and nothing ever emerged.
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It was a huge lost opportunity, the fateful moment that consigned us to micro-vacations ever since. If our lack of paid-leave protection was a scandal seven decades ago, it’s little short of barbaric today. We’re way overdue to join the ranks of the civilized nations of the world and offer the planet’s hardest working people, the folks who create our national wealth, without whom there would be no productivity rates to argue about, a minimum paid-leave law.

That’s why tens of thousands of people signed Work to Live’s petition for a minimum paid-leave law. I hope you will join with them at www.worktolive.info and help make this initiative a reality.

Work to Live has proposed legislation to amend the Fair Labor Standards Act to mandate three weeks of paid leave for anyone who has worked at a job for a year, increasing to four weeks after three years. It’s a modest step in the direction of the rest of the industrialized world. The law would:



	Protect you against any retaliation for taking all the vacation coming to you, and end the fear of replacement, demotion, or promotion fallout from taking a vacation.

Protect you against employers stalling or chilling vacations with chronic cancellations.

Prevent your vacation from shrinking when you change jobs. You will always get three weeks after you spend a year at a job.

Provide that after three months with a company and up through the first year you would receive a pro rata share of vacation. For example, at six months you would get 1.5 weeks off.



These provisions aren’t pie in the sky. Every other industrialized nation has them. We can have the same protections if we can create a lobbying effort that can form a national consensus around this issue, enough to convince politicians that time for our lives, families, health, and communities is important enough to swing votes.

Congresspersons who talk about family values should be supporting legislation to curb what is by far the biggest cause of home-wrecking today—missing parents caused by overwork, and families who share no more than a long weekend together of quality time the whole year. According to Joan Williams, author of Unbending Gender, high-hour parents have more incidence of divorce, with 40 percent of the kids of divorce winding up in poverty with their mothers.

Join together with Work to Live to press the case for minimum paid leave. The majority of working Americans want more time off (75 percent in an Expedia.com survey). We have the votes. Let’s use them to take back our time!
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CHAPTER 4
Forced Overtime in the Land of the Free

LONNIE GOLDEN

Not long ago, I gave a speech about Take Back Your Time Day at Southern Utah University. The large student audience was quiet, but very sympathetic, as shown by written comments that were sent to me. However, one professor of economics challenged my support of European laws ensuring vacations and reasonable working hours. It was, he said, a matter of “free choice.” American workers, by agreeing to contracts with their employers, freely choose the hours they work. Why did I want to force them to choose fewer hours? The “free choice” mantra is often raised when one talks about working hours, but as Lonnie Golden (who has carefully researched the issue for the Economic Policy Institute) makes clear, for more and more Americans, long overtime hours are hardly freely chosen. —JdG



On December 12, 1999, grim news came from the state of Maine. Following a winter storm, Brent Churchill, a telephone lineman working almost continuously (with only five hours of sleep in the previous two-and-a-half days), reached for a 7,200 volt cable and was electrocuted. In response, Maine became the first state to limit the number of involuntary overtime hours employers could require from an employee, capping them at 80 hours within any two-week period.
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Though not exactly a “new deal” for the American worker, the new law drew public attention to the real risks of excessive work hours and helped launch a surge of legislative reform proposals across the U.S. to limit compulsory overtime. Nevertheless, long hours of work are still too often considered just a part of our existence like the weather, the proverbial problem that “everyone talks about but nobody does anything about.”

In the U.S., it is entirely legal for an employer to require an employee to work beyond his or her scheduled shift time with no advance notice, and to take disciplinary action against a worker who refuses. Reprisals for refusing overtime assignments may range from demotion, assignments to unattractive tasks or shift times and reduced access to promotion, to outright discharge.

Such mandatory overtime may be just the tip of the iceberg. With the increase of dual-working couples in the work force, the dangers of long hours of work and fatigue have become greater. The goal of this chapter is to investigate whether long, involuntary overtime work in the U.S. is indeed prevalent, harmful, and avoidable.


Clarifying the Problem

Many analysts do not regard long hours as a problem at all. Indeed, they argue, such schedules may reflect a healthy work ethic, serve to enrich and enhance the skills of the labor force, and facilitate an economic boom, such as that observed in the 1990s. Thus, we need first to systematically clarify the extent, potential risks, and problems of long hours.

Too often used synonymously, there are three distinct, albeit related, notions of excessive hours of work—overtime, overwork, and overemployment. Overtime refers to working hours beyond some standard or norm. For employees on payrolls, this standard is widely considered 40 hours, embodying the spirit of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) standard workweek.

But for employees “exempt” from the Act’s coverage, such as those in managerial, administrative, and professional jobs, the notion of overtime may start at more than 40 hours per week. The list of occupations with the longest hours is headed by clergy, physicians, and firefighters.

The causes behind more overtime are both economic and cultural. For example, escalating costs of health care plans and training for new employees render all but impotent the FLSA’s time-and-a-half pay premium as a deterrent to employers’ demanding overtime hours. Moreover, as real wage rates for hourly workers have stagnated for almost three decades, working overtime often became the only means by which lower-paid workers could stay ahead of inflation and their increasing, burdensome debts.
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Furthermore, the well-documented, rising inequality in wages among workers within a given occupation has increased the rewards of putting in longer hours. Thus, the perpetuation of overtime work is a tango which takes two, if perhaps unenthusiastic, partners.

The connotation of overwork is somewhat different. Overwork occurs when longer hours per day, week, or year begin to have deleterious effects on the individual, family, community, and economy. The line between work and overwork is crossed when fatigue and stress build up, often cumulatively, leading to a greater risk of mistakes, accidents, injuries, health problems, reduced quality of workmanship, and diminished productivity per hour worked.


Overwork

Overtime, even if voluntary, can inevitably lead to overwork when people work more than is healthy—physiologically or psychologically—for themselves, their families or the public. Indeed, while traveling the towns of Britain as far back as the early 1770s, Adam Smith observed, that with the “encouragement of high wages… workmen are very apt to overwork themselves, and to ruin their health and constitution in a few years.”

Employees who work overtime on a regular basis reported they are twice as likely (62 percent versus 34 percent) to find their jobs highly stressful, according to a 1991 Northwestern National Life study. Those working more than eight hours per day reported feeling more fatigued and depressed. A critical fatigue point tends to occur after the ninth hour of work in a given day, depending on the working conditions and tasks. This is not surprising given the higher rates of accident and injury and lower productivity per hour during overtime. Overtime has been identified as a factor contributing to safety incidents at nuclear power plants, manufacturing plants, and in hospitals among anesthetists.

The cumulative effects of long hours take their toll via the development of health conditions, such as high blood pressure, heart attacks, and occupational burnout. Moreover, fatigue contributes to road accidents among truck drivers and commuters. Finally, nurses on variable schedules (such as mandated overtime shifts) report being twice as likely to have accidents, errors, and near misses, largely due to “frequent lapses of attention and increased reaction time.” Medical residents cite fatigue as a cause for their serious mistakes in four out of ten cases. Lack of control over one’s scheduling of work can exacerbate the adverse effects of overwork.


Overemployment

Third and finally, the problem of overemployment refers to a situation where workers are willing but unable at their current jobs to reduce the amount of time31 they devote to earning an income. Many people go through a spell at some point when they would prefer shorter work hours. They are prepared to sacrifice income to attain it in order to avoid the more costly step of leaving an occupation or withdrawing from the labor force entirely.

People who remain overemployed tolerate longer hours because they either expect their overemployment to be brief (such as temporary care-giving), or figure that part-time or reduced hours status involves too large a sacrifice in terms of benefit coverage or job status.

Thus, overemployment involves involuntary hours of work, even if no overtime per se is involved and even when symptoms of overwork are not yet present. Suffice it to say that the main cause of overemployment is the inherently inflexible nature of most jobs, workplaces, corporate cultures, and work-scheduling structures. But overemployment not only reduces the well-being of workers, but also of others whose employment and income-earning prospects are thereby diminished.

Unfortunately, the establishment of an eBay-type mechanism for trading unwanted hours does not appear to be on the horizon. In addition, a large part of overemployment stems from the noncompliance of employers with existing work regulations—violating the FLSA guidelines for providing overtime premiums.


The Extent of Overtime, Overwork and Overemployment

What is the current extent of overtime work, overwork, and overemployment? Regarding overtime, almost one-third of the U.S. workforce regularly works more than the standard 40-hour workweek. In fact, nearly one in five workers now spend more than 50 hours per week at work.

There has been a gradual, yet detectable upward trend in this percentage over the last decade. Average overtime hours in manufacturing industries reached a record high of about five hours per week in the late 1990s, with hourly workers putting in 25 percent more overtime than they were a decade previously.

Compared with overtime, the extent of overwork is less easily measured. It can be observed mainly indirectly, through the individual and social costs of long hours, such as risks to worker and public safety and health. A recent study found that 28 percent of American workers reported feeling overworked often or very often in the last three months. This proportion rises to 54 percent who felt overworked sometime during the last three months. Thus, a good deal of the work force feels chronically overworked.

To measure the rate of overemployment among the labor force, we have only periodic snapshots from various one-time surveys, asking people if they are prepared to reduce their work hours and income. Because the question has not been worded uniformly, estimates of the extent of overemployment are all over the32 map. For example, in one study, as many as 50 percent of wage and salary workers who follow a fixed hour schedule expressed a willingness to work fewer hours for proportionately lower pay. Not surprisingly, this willingness diminishes with the size of the income sacrificed. While 35 percent would give up 10 percent of income for 10 percent more free time, only 17 percent would accept a 20 percent pay cut to get a four-day workweek.


The Extent of Mandatory Overtime

The extent of the most troubling aspect of overemployment, mandatory overtime work, is even less well documented. The last time a thorough attempt was made to directly measure the extent of mandatory overtime work in a nationally representative sample was a 1977 Quality of Employment Survey (QES). At that time, 45 percent of workers said overtime work was “mostly up to their employer” versus 44 percent that said it was “up to them,” and 11 percent that said “both.” An average of about 24 percent reported that they would suffer a penalty if they refused the overtime work, while 44 percent indicated that they “suffered no penalty.” Men and blue-collar workers had a greater likelihood of facing mandatory overtime, as did workers who had medical or pension plans, while unionized workers had a lower likelihood.

The incidence of mandatory overtime has risen more or less commensurately with overtime itself. A recent survey found 45 percent of workers having to work overtime with little or no notice. A particularly informative 1999 Cornell University survey of 4,278 unionized hourly workers, concentrated mainly in the Northeast and in six industries, found that 60 percent worked some overtime in the previous month. About a third of these workers were putting in 11 or more hours of overtime per week.

The survey included specific questions regarding overtime work, attempting to disentangle voluntary from involuntary overtime. About a third of the 60 percent of workers involved in overtime reported being compelled by their employer to work overtime. Workers employed in transportation and emergency health services faced the most pressure from employers.

The damage done by involuntary overtime becomes apparent in the Cornell survey. Workers reporting high pressure to work overtime experienced double the work injuries suffered by those who were not. Similarly, as supervisory pressure to work overtime increased, workers reported higher levels of somatic stress, depression, job-escape drinking, work-family conflict, and absenteeism due to illness.

In the healthcare sector, overtime work is widespread among nurses, medical residents, and doctors. A survey of nurse professionals found that 64 percent have worked mandatory overtime. About one quarter worked mandatory overtime once or twice a month, while another quarter worked it once or twice a week. About 14 percent worked additional mandatory hours every day. Perhaps it is no33 coincidence that nurse’s aides were second only to truck drivers in the total number of cases of disabling injuries and illness.


Solutions: Innovations in Collective Bargaining Agreements

The remedy to excessive hours does not lie in individual responses, such as job switching, downshifting, or negotiating an informal arrangement with one’s supervisor. Rather, it involves collective action—using the innovations introduced by recent collective bargaining agreements to adopt legislation and effectively enforce regulations. The goal should be to keep overtime “safe, legal, rare, and a voluntary choice.”

Examples of collective bargaining innovation include the following:


Hospitals and Health Services

At Boston University Medical Center, hospital administrators cannot mandate overtime for nurses for more than four hours beyond their normal shift, and at Tenet Healthcare and its affiliate, St. Vincent’s Hospital in Worcester, MA, involuntary overtime is permissible no more than twice every three months. The hospital has the right to assign up to two hours of mandatory overtime, but an additional two hours only if the nurse feels capable of doing so safely. In some cases, nurses’ contracts may have outright bans on mandatory overtime, with special exceptions for emergencies.


Telecommunications

The Communications Workers of America (CWA) agreement with Verizon in 2000 resulted in reduced mandatory overtime “caps” from 15 to 7.5 hours a week. At Southwestern Bell, mandatory overtime caps at 10 hours per week for seven months a year and 15 hours for the other five months. The company agreed to give at least 2.5 hours advance union notice if overtime is required.

The CWA contract in New Jersey provides the right to refuse overtime one time per month. At Michigan Bell, the contractual limit on mandatory overtime is nine hours per week for eight months a year and 14 hours per week for four months a year. The CWA contract with BellSouth specifies that no mandatory overtime will be assigned to service representatives with less than 24 hours notice, except for emergency conditions.


Airlines

Northwest Airlines permits employees to refuse overtime if they provide reasons that cannot be altered on short notice, such as childcare. In an agreement between United Air Lines and the International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers, “employees will not be required to work overtime against their34 wishes, except in emergencies … and until all readily available employees … have been offered an opportunity to work the overtime hours …”


Postal Services

The American Postal Workers Union (APWU) and National Association of Letter Carriers (NALC) agreed with the United States Postal Service to require overtime only from members who sign up on an “overtime desired” list.


Manufacturing

The United Steelworkers negotiated a cap on mandatory overtime at FMC, a Baltimore pesticide plant. USW agreements at Fording Coal Ltd. and Highland Valley Copper require that overtime shall be on a voluntary basis only. Washington-Baltimore Newspaper Guild Local 320-35 and the publisher Bureau of National Affairs negotiated a voluntary overtime arrangement, where members have a right to be excused from overtime work, unless no other appropriate employee is available.


Food and Retail

The United Food and Commercial Workers won agreements that stipulate “overtime work shall be kept to a minimum… and no employee shall be compelled to work overtime or be discriminated against for refusal to work overtime.” The Teamsters also won some new restrictions on forced overtime in their recent United Parcel Service (UPS) contract for full-time package-car drivers.

These agreements represent progress, but to keep all of this in perspective, no more than nine percent of first-time negotiated union contracts in the private sector contain any provision limiting mandatory overtime, and only about 20 percent of all U.S. union members have contracts that include restrictions on mandatory overtime.


Solutions: State and Federal Legislative Reforms

California is the only state to limit the workweek by law, and has established a limit of 72 hours. By contrast, the Canadian provinces of Manitoba, Ontario, and Saskatchewan grant workers a right to refuse overtime after working 44 or 48 hours in a week. Similarly, the European Union’s Working Time Directives implemented in 1998 set 48 hours as the weekly maximum and gave workers the right to a minimum of daily rest periods, at least one day off per week, and four weeks paid vacation per year.

The primary approach to curb mandatory overtime in the U.S. has been to target the healthcare service sector. A few state-level bills have attempted to place caps on the number of overtime hours per week for all hourly health workers. The Registered Nurses and Patients Protection Act in the House and the companion, the chapter35 Safe Nursing and Patient Care Act of 2001 in the Senate, introduced into the 107th U.S. Congress, would limit the amount of forced overtime that licensed health care providers could work.

[image: image]

Some states have proposed raising the pay premium to double time once work time has crossed a certain threshold, such as 12 hours per day. But the current bills are all quite tame compared to proposals introduced into state Houses in the past, such as a 1983 bill in Pennsylvania that would have banned the institution of mandatory overtime until all employees on layoff are recalled.


Conclusions

The phenomena of overwork and overemployment should be addressed with policies that curb involuntary overtime and increase shorter-hour options. There is broad public support in America already for limiting hours of work by industry and occupation. For example, 68 percent favor capping shifts at eight hours for aviation, 50 percent for health care, truckers, and police officers.
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Legislation or collective agreements that make overtime voluntary should start with healthcare then spread to other industries, occupations, or job classifications, not only where public health and safety is at risk, but among workers where overemployment generally is high. At the very least, for safety’s sake, workers should be allowed to refuse to work after a certain number of hours. Recent private sector innovations such as work-sharing or individualized reduced hours are useful models.

But the Fair Labor Standards Act itself should be updated to include a protected right of refusal, minimum advance notice, and new pay penalties for systematic overtime work. Unfortunately, the current Congressional leadership is trying to narrow the FLSA’s overtime provisions, while they should actually be expanded to encompass white-collar jobs, as well.

Long marches all begin with significant first steps. The struggle against forced overtime is no exception.
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