
 

Common working conditions hurting both
workers and employers

July 13 2010

New research from North Carolina State University shows that an
increase in professional business practices such as outsourcing, hiring
temporary workers and focusing on project-based teams is having a
detrimental effect on workers and likely poses long-term problems for
employers.

A worker's satisfaction with his or her job is important because it affects
employee loyalty, efficiency in the workplace and quality of life. "We
spend a great deal of our time at work, so it is an important part of our
lives," says Dr. Martha Crowley, an assistant professor of sociology at
NC State and lead author of a paper describing the research. "If our
work experience is unpleasant, it affects every aspect of our lives and
ultimately it affects our ability to do our jobs."

For their study, the researchers examined data on working conditions,
workplace relationships and worker behavior of professional employees
over the past 80 years. The researchers found that, over that period,
employers have increasingly implemented measures that they feel will
improve worker productivity and profits. These measures include layoffs
, outsourcing jobs, replacing salaried employees with contract staff, and
putting employees onto short-term teams designed to tackle individual
projects.

"We found that, while these measures have succeeded in increasing
performance pressure, there have also been unintended consequences,"
Crowley says.
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Many of these unintended consequences have an immediate impact on
employees. For example, professional workers increasingly confront a
brutal work pace and as a result experience a great deal of stress on the
job. Because projects and co-workers change fairly often, professional
employees feel a greater sense of chaos at work. Other consequences
include an increase in fear among employees that their job will disappear
and a distrust of management.

The researchers also found a number of significant short-term and long-
term ramifications for employers. For example, they found that
professionals are less likely to help co-workers than in the past, because
they are primarily interested in protecting their own jobs. Co-worker
conflict hurts the efficiency and quality of the work product, since
employees are less likely to work together effectively, while also
contributing to a high level of stress among employees.

Researchers also found that these business practices have led people to
withdraw loyalty from their employers. This could have long-term
effects on employers, particularly once the economy turns around, since
companies may face higher employee turnover or be forced to offer
additional incentives to retain employees. Furthermore, the researchers
found that employees are no longer as committed to their employers'
goals. "People are still doing their jobs and many are putting in a lot of
hours," Crowley says, "but they are not doing the things they would do if
they were passionate about their work."

There may be a lesson here for employers. "Some firms have had a lot of
success by handling their employees differently," Crowley says.
"Treating your employees well can be a way to boost your profits and
productivity simultaneously without generating the unintended
consequences of tactics based on fear."

The paper also addresses the deterioration of working conditions in the
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manual employment sector.
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