
 

'I'm just too busy'—is being overworked the
new status symbol?

April 13 2017, by Alan Mozes, Healthday Reporter

  
 

  

Workaholism, it seems, is the new black. People who complain endlessly
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about being overworked and overwhelmed may be sending others a less-
than-subtle message: "I'm more important than you."

So finds new research suggesting that some Americans are eschewing
old tipoffs to status—weekday rounds of golf and months-long
vacations.

Instead, higher status is now transmitted by at least claiming to be oh so
busy.

"In the past, living a leisurely life and not working was the most
powerful way to signal one's status," explained study lead author Silvia
Bellezza.

"Fast-forward to America today, and complaining about being busy and
working all the time—rather than being on holiday—has become
increasingly common," said Bellezza. She's an assistant professor of
marketing at Columbia University in New York City.

Bellezza's team conducted a series of experiments focused on what
psychologists call "status attribution"—characteristics that help establish
an individual's position in society.

These status-markers can change with time. So to examine current
"status attributions," the researchers first reviewed 1,100 examples of
online "humble-bragging."

"Humble-brags" are a form of showing off by feigning self-deprecation.
For example, "I'm just so swamped by all my charity work."

Most of the social media humble-brags in the study were placed on
Twitter by well-known celebrities, Bellezza's team said. The posts had
one thing in common: a tendency to complain about 'having no life' or
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'being in desperate need for a vacation.' "

Another experiment asked participants to indicate whether they thought
"being busy" meant spending a lot of time at work, spending a lot of time
performing house-related chores, or spending a lot of time engaged with
hobbies or leisure activities.

A third study recruited about 300 men and women who were asked to
guess the social status and wealth of a series of Facebook users who had
posted updates on leisure activities or workplace busyness.

The take-home message from the experiments: Americans viewed
relentless work in a more favorable light than they did leisure-seeking.

Brand and product use tended to reinforce this view, with services such
as dog-walkers or online grocery purchasing designed with the busy
worker in mind. Use of these services connotes higher status, the
researchers said, in the same way that owning an expensive watch or
purse might have in the past.

However, one other experiment suggested that America's glorification of
the "busy-bee" lifestyle might not be shared by people in other countries.

Comparing people from the United States and Italy, Bellezza and her
colleagues found that Italians still placed a higher value on a more
leisurely life versus the career "rat race."

Why would Americans be enamored of working too hard? It might be
due to being "heavily influenced by our own beliefs in social mobility,"
according to Bellezza.

"The more we believe that one has the opportunity for social affirmation
based on hard work," she noted, "the more we tend to think that people
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who skip leisure, and work all the time, are of higher standing."

Bellezza added that the move to a more service-oriented economy has
also likely encouraged the shift. She theorized that people with busy jobs
involving information processing may be perceived as more talented and
skillful compared with, say, someone on a factory floor.

The study appeared in a recent issue of the Journal of Consumer
Research.

Seth Kaplan is an associate professor of industrial/organizational
psychology at George Mason University in Fairfax, Va. Reviewing the
new findings, he said they "are consistent with other research indicating
that reporting being busy and even 'stressed' is socially desirable."

In fact, not projecting such stress could prove problematic, given the
"potential inference is that that person is lazy and/or incompetent,"
Kaplan said.

"[But] what is perhaps especially interesting about this effect," Kaplan
added, "is that the evidence does not conclusively show that leisure time 
is actually decreasing," he noted.

"Although there is some debate in this area, most time-use data suggest
that American leisure time has not decreased—at least not significantly
so—in recent years," Kaplan said. "We tend to just perceive and/or
report that it has."

  More information: Silvia Bellezza, Ph.D., assistant professor,
marketing, Columbia Business School, Columbia University, New York
City; Seth Kaplan, Ph.D., associate professor, Industrial/Organizational
Psychology, and director, Industrial/Organizational Psychology Ph.D.
Program, George Mason University, Fairfax, Va.; March 22, 2017, 
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Journal of Consumer Research 

Is too much work stressing you out? Find tips on coping at the American
Psychological Association.
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