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Abstract

Knowledge work is assumed to have fewer boundaries than the kind of work we know from industrial work. Boundaryless knowledge work is assumed to have a psychosocial working environment with a high degree of individual freedom and control. Therefore it is a common understanding that psychosocial work environment interventions in boundaryless knowledge work cannot benefit form methods aimed at job development, created in traditional industry. However our studies undertaken in four knowledge organizations indicate that the psychosocial work environment in boundaryless work organizations provides surprisingly little control and influence for the employees. Hence the new psychosocial work environment challenge in modern knowledge firms seems very similar to well-known working condition problems in traditional work. However, the industrial relations in the boundariless knowledge work differ most often significantly from the industrial relations in traditional work, and, because of that, it is necessary to find new ways to create awareness of the lack of control in boundaryless work.

1. Introduction 

It is a common understanding that it is a prerequisite for business success in the new knowledge sectors that traditional bureaucratic structures, hierarchies and other barriers to benefit for the employee’s responsibility and creativity should be broken down. By providing the employees with autonomy, management can be rewarded with the desired flexibility and innovative capacity among the employees. 

In the organization without boundaries, the ideal type of employee is self-managing, competent, passionate and dignified. She must be given total rewards including autonomy in return for her devotion to the firm. This ideal type of new employee can hardly be compared to a traditional subordinated, exploited and underpaid industrial worker. It is difficult to even imaging they should share the same problems. 

Despite new management’s enhanced efforts to provide individual wellbeing to employees, paradoxically many knowledge workers experience work related psychosocial illnesses. Since work is characterized by a high degree of autonomy, mainstream interpretations of causes for psychosocial illness is either employees’ lack of mental capacity to cope with modern working life or lack of management quality. Hence new Psycho Social Work Environment (PSWE) efforts and approaches strive towards the individual coaching of employees about how to develop coping strategies and methods and/or management development. Thereby the actual content of work is excluded from the PSWE agenda.

In this paper, we question the premise of the dominate PSWE understanding in knowledge work. 

2. Theoretical point of departure

Psychosocial working environment problems related to ‘traditional work’ are often described with reference to the ‘job strain model’ developed by Karasek in the 1970’s (Karasek 1979). The general assumption here is that the psychosocial strain in work depends on the psychological and physical demands. However, the actual effects of the demands depend of the degree of control the individuals have in their daily work. If the boundaries in work aren’t too narrow and restricted, but give the individuals opportunity to have a certain extent of control, the work strain will be reduced.

According to the job-strain model, the solutions of psychosocial working environment problems must be found in the breaking down of restrictive boundaries in work limiting workers’ control at work. That is the fundamental idea in the model, even though a third dimension – social support -  was quickly added to the model (Karasek & Theorell 1989). Hence using the model for job redesign to PSWE improvement calls for changes in work that give greater control and better social support. Therefore, for decades, the enhancement of participatory processes has been seen as the single most important factor for PSWE improvement among working life researchers – at least in Scandinavia.  

But does this model suite boundaryless knowledge work? Here individual personal development and control at own work isn’t just an opportunity. It is also a demand. Perhaps the psychosocial working environment problems here are related to too much control and too much personal development? 

Siegrist (2004) has suggested another model - ‘the effort reward model’, which, according to him, is more suitable for contemporary work, especially the boundaryless knowledge work. Here it isn’t control at work which is in focus, but the social system of the work and the individual relation to work. This model is, according to Siegrist, more suitable for modern knowledge work because here lack of rewards and over-commitment produce more stress than lack of control. High strain in the effort reward model is a combination of a high work load and low recognition, or what Siegrist calls low reward resulting in effort-reward imbalance. 

Siegrist’s model emphasises the relation between employee and management – how management rewards the effort of the individuals. And it emphasises personality – how individuals relate themselves to unspecified work tasks. This model corresponds quite well to the practice related to psychosocial working environment in companies dominated by boundaryless knowledge work. PSWE activities here are most often targeting: a. quality of personal management on the one side and b. personal stress management on the other. Both activities are, certainly, important for the quality of PSWE. But what about the quality of work? Isn’t the quality of daily work activities in an objective sense not important in boundaryless knowledge work? Aren’t control and opportunities for development also important in boundaryless work? The BEST project has data, which throw light on these questions: the project has collected survey data from companies dominated by knowledge work, founded on Karasek’s Job Strain model, and has collected qualitative data about work and change processes in the companies.

3. The BEST Study: Method and data

The analysis is based on a part of a comprehensive study of PSWE in 14 Danish companies embracing about 6000 employees, with a response rate greater than 80% , carried out as The Best-project (better psychosocial work environment – a study of workplace interventions. www.BEST-project.dk). The project involves 5 industrial companies, 5 companies dominated by caring work and four companies dominated by knowledge work. All employees in the 14 companies received the same questionnaire, and at all workplaces quantitative data were collected about how PSWE is conceptualized by employees and managers and how the companies handle the PSWE. The questionnaire used is ‘The Copenhagen Psychosocial Questionnaire (COPSOQ)’ (For further information, see http://www.ami.dk/research/apss/Abstract-Barcelona-2002.doc). When quantitative and qualitative data are collected and reported to the company in a Base Line report, the company works out an action plan to improve the working environment. It is planed to repeat the questionnaire, after one more year, to evaluate if the action taken improves PSWE. The total research period is 3 ½ years, still having one year to finish the research. 

The scope of the project is to evaluate the methods and processes used by firms to improve PSWE, in order to asses’ appropriate and inappropriate ways of managing PSWE. As researchers, we have access to the data collected from all the firms involved, and furthermore, we can obtain more data and undertake further observations during the improvement processes within the firms. For the purpose of this article, we draw on quantitative and qualitative data collected within the frame of the BEST project.  In this article, we only involve data from the 4 knowledge intensive firms. Put together, they represent 4685 employees.  The four knowledge companies are a bank, a savings bank, an IT-company and a consultancy company. 

Method of data collection 

Types of data

Quantitative data: The questionnaire provides data of PSWE divided along seven dimensions, covering a wide range of detailed questions: 

· Demands (17 questions)

· Influence and control (19 questions)

· Social support and predictability (25 questions)

· Insecurity (4 questions)

· Job satisfaction (4 questions)

· Health and well-being (14 questions)

· Stress (12 questions)

The results are compared to a national survey using the same questionnaire. The national survey is carried out periodically by the ‘National Institute of Occupational Health’ and covers a wide range of employees from all sectors and job functions in Denmark. By comparing, the methods are able to estimate whether a firm follows norms and practices for PSWE in Denmark. E.g. one firm can have an average below the national average on some dimensions, but have an above average on some other dimensions. The results of the individual firms are reported as pillars, in red, yellow and green colors followed by explanations of the background for each pillar. As such it is possible to take readings of details of the PSWE. In this paper these data are used to give evidence to the fact that knowledge workers have similar PSWE problems as industrial workers. 

Qualitative data: We have collected two types of qualitative data. Firstly, 55 persons have been interviewed representing a wide range of representatives, providing in-depth knowledge of individual experiences of their personal PSWE. Half of the interviewees are resource persons, they were selected because they had special knowledge, experiences or positions according to PSWE. The other half were selected after a principle of representing as many types of jobs, roles and experiences as possible. Administrative staff, services, consultants, customer advisors, R&D persons and managers all represented. Consequently, the interviewees represent both ‘hard core’ knowledge job functions, as well as ordinary job functions. We use these data to examine in further detail how the problems which have arisen actually surface and how they affect the interviewees. 

Secondly, we have collected data by making chronicle workshops at each firm, sometimes at more than one department. Such workshops have the intention to let the participants tell a coherent story. Partly concerning the general history of important course of events within the firm (e.g., new management concepts, fusions, job cuts, increased competition etc). Partly concerning the general developments influence of the PSWE. In contrast to the personal interview, a chronicle workshop intends to tell the collective history of the firm, not just personal experiences. We use the knowledge from these workshops to add a historical dimension to understanding the PSWE and furthermore to observe how participants themselves approach PSWE. 

Presentation of the cases of knowledge intensive work

Common for the case companies is that ‘becoming a company without boundaries’ is viewed as desirable. Bringing down boundaries is understood as a movement towards a modern and flexible organisation. In the presentation of the empirical data from the four case studies, we will use anonymous names: The Consultant house, the Bank, the Savings Bank and the IT-firm. 

The Consultant house

The Consultant house is specialised in private and public sector management offering leadership counselling, training and networks. The company is well known in its Danish context. It a well established contact network to the Danish business community. Hence the core product is a facilitation of a framework for co-operation, inspiration and dialog regarding management development. The Consultant house has a staff of 92 employees. Approximately half of the employees are working as consultants, and half are working as administrative staff. The firm have to geographic subdivided operating units. We concentrate on the main unit. It is organized into five departments of consultants, one administrative department and one department for facility service. In general the culture is marked by an ideology of propagating sound management practice in Denmark. And this is the vision that some of the employees find attractive to be a part of. The other employees find that the professional challenges are the most attractive. They all share high professional ambitions. Within the consultant community in Denmark this firm has an image of providing topclass consultancy advice and it gives one a high status to work in this firm.

It is taken for granted that all employees feel a passion for the firm and show a willingness to give time, thoughts and energy to the job. The building highlights the impression of a top professional firm: High quality art on the walls, expensive furniture, international newspapers, widescreens etc. At the same time, there is a touch of an intimate atmosphere. They have a very inviting canteen with a cook offering delicious food and beverages. Here employees take lunch and here meetings take place. Nevertheleess, the employee offices are not of high quality, but what they show visitors and customers are in contrast very inviting. 

As an employee you are willing to work for ’the good cause’, to a degree similar to NGO’s. Employees are willing to participate in developing the organization and pay a lot of attention to increasing customer volume. All in all; it is a part of the job to engage into the whole idea of the firm. But throughout the interviews all types of employees state that the employee’s welfare is not receiving attention. Middle managers agree upon this point. They miss to address the amount of work, feed back, acknowledgement and the constant feeling of not doing the job well enough. Furthermore, they speak about the fear for loosing their job because they don’t perform well enough. 

The attention is put on customer relations and tasks, but not on the PSWE. Employees wish for daily managers who are willing and able to practice personnel management. Instead, managers want self-management. But, as one employee said: It is the same as irresponsible management from those in management positions. 

They face a reality, which focuses on customers, not at employees. The individual consultant works very much alone and has the responsibility for maintaining customer relations. Each task is given a certain amount of time but in practice they use a lot more time than estimated. A high level of personal ambition combined with the culture makes it difficult to stop when the estimated time is spent. The individual employee hasn’t got good opportunities to plan the time, since jobs come in ad hoc. The amount of tasks is irregular and accumulates. 

The administrative staff depends on the rhythm (or lack of rhythm) of the consultants. Their job is to support consultants, and they have a low degree of influence concerning how to carry out the job. The consultants need to be flexible and creative in their job, but the administrative staff is saddled with more standardized jobs. Within the department of facility service, they feel as being giving no priorities to have influence of their job. 

The Bank

The Bank is a nationwide independent bank with 3700 employees. The core work is the sale of financial products and advice to the individual customers. The bank’s organisation is flat and de-centralized using teams and value-based management as the dominating work and management principals. Union density is around 80% and the joint workplace counsel and safety organisation is well functioning and highly prioritised. The organisation PSWE agenda is dominated by the theme of stress emphasising the need for stress reduction and coping strategies.

Employees stay in the bank for many years, several have had 30 and 40 years jubilees. Partly as a joke, they talk about the bank as a ‘family’ and ‘my second home’. The loyalty is extremely high. In daily work most of the employees feels that the bank’s success and failure is theirs too. They work hard to maintain the economic success and the good reputation. For instance, all employees strived towards reaching a common goal for selling a certain amount of stocks during a two-month period. During the period they could follow the selling progress on a big widescreen. When they reached the goal, all employees and managers had a great party and got 12 bottles of wine each as a reward for their hard work. Furthermore, employees say that they also felt that reaching the goal, from which the bank would benefit at the bottom line, was a reward itself.  

Interviews and chronicle workshops explained to the researchers that the social norms for being a good member of the bank community mean: loyalty, identification with the idea of the bank, supportive behaviour to the values, and engagement in everything relevant to increase the banks success. In addition, that you as a colleague are ready to share knowledge, to have team spirit, to take initiatives, and to care for colleagues’ wellbeing. 

As an employee, you must also maintain and improve competences by following courses. This includes learning to deal with stress. One of the reasons given for the high identification and loyalty is said to be the fact that the Bank gives high priority to employee satisfaction. They operate with what they label as ‘the trinity’ of equal consideration to: shareholders, customers and employees. One group can never benefit if another suffers from such benefit. Customers are not ‘kings’, as they are in the Consultant case. Shareholders must accept a lower profit if necessary due to employee satisfaction, nor can employee ignore the logic of profit seeking. As a small, but highly valued, benefit, all 3700 employees have access to fresh fruit every day for free. Every one talks about this arrangement as something special and as a reward for being a loyal member of the community of the bank. 

Nevertheless, employees in the Bank are stressed. They work too long and the amount of work is too much. They have influence over how to manage pre-designed jobs, but only little influence on the definition of the job. Also managers get stressed. During the research, more members of the follow-up group within the bank became sick as a result of stress. Because of this, the research project lay dead for a month: Ironically, because one of the stress factors is said to be a tendency to get involved in so many projects beside the ordinary jobs. But they try hard to manage the problems of stress. However, they haven’t got clear ideas about the reason to stress, and consequently, they act very reactive. They are aware of caring for persons with stress symptoms, and do a lot of caring for those who become sick. Furthermore they give priority to courses about coping strategies. As in the Consultant House, they build on a culture expecting everyone to give a lot of energy and time in the name of the firm’s success. At the same time, they miss building up competences and knowledge of how to avoid burdening and stressful work. In this case, as in the consultant house case, the reason for a stressful working life is double and paradoxes: The core job is giving stress since the amount of work is to high and since they do not really have influence at the jobs. And the culture invites that employees as well as managers cannot set sound boundaries for personal and collective effort because it is an accepted norm that you give literally everything to the company. So what we can see here is a personal and organizational embedded willingness to expand those boundaries that could protect from stress. 

The Savings Bank

The Savings Bank is a local based community bank with 130 employees. Their products are similar to the Bank. Since the beginning of the 1990’s self-management has been the core concept for organizational restructuring. Among the employees there is a strong sense of belonging and identity to the organisation. The Savings Bank is widely recognised for its good working environment. Self-management provides autonomy to the employees in their daily work e.g. planning of customer meetings, credit analyses, acceptance of loans, marketing new products etc. In contrast to normal practise in the branch the Savings Bank does not make use of individual performance measures. And in contrast to contemporary use of precarious employment the Savings Bank has a tacit guarantee of lifelong employment.  

The Savings Bank is not leading in terms of salary, however the employees are provided with continuous learning programs and personal development tests and courses, ensuring that the employee feel appreciated. Every time there is an opportunity the management of the Savings Bank stresses the employees’ importance to the company. The employees are encouraged to bring any dissatisfaction to management knowledge by themselves or via the union representatives. The door to the CEO’s is always open to any employee. The extent of the success regarding influencing employees’ attitudes and keeping them passionate about who they are as an organisation and what they do is remarkable. We are tempted to say they have succeeded in the elimination of politics from the organisation once and for all.  

In return for management’s devotion to the employees’ well-being, the employees react with a passionate attitude regarding whom they work for. Their work attitude is characterized by enthusiasm and eagerness and they are dedicated to the firm’s success. Interviews with employees are dominated by ‘hard core’ business rhetoric and bottom line thinking while management stresses the creation of value to the community, business ethics and societal responsibility.

The general attitude seems to be that in the Savings Bank everybody is happy and they have no serious PSWE problems so why bother spending time on preventive interventions? The Savings Bank decided to participate in the BEST project, only because it always wants to gain inspiration from outside. 

The IT – Company

The IT-firm develops and runs big IT-infrastructures in Denmark, and it also sells IT solutions abroad. Parts of the IT development are now allocated to India. The IT-company has 750 employees. It has had a position almost of a monopoly. Now the international competition on the markets of the company is increasing dramatically. Most of the employees are IT-workers with highly specialised tasks. 

The organisation’s self understanding is ‘one big family’. Many have worked in the company for decades and now they have their wives, children and other family members working in the company. The employees have a very different educational background. For many they have almost all their professional skill from the company, and because of that, they are very dependent of the company.  Things are, however, changing. On the one hand, job security is not what it has been. The competition is much tougher than it has been, and the company now mainly hire IT-professionals with a formal education.

The IT-firm strives for the organisational boundarylessness using the concept ’New ways of working’. The employees work in a modern open and flexible office environment. More than half of the employees have offices at home, which the company has financed. There is a norm allowing employees to work from home 2 days a week as a maximum. 

The company history is characterized by continuous renewal of the organisation and products. More than half of the employees are working in project groups, which in their character is a temporary form of organisation. On the other side, there are quite many jobs of a very traditional character: there is a call centre, there is a department for mass production of letters to customers. 

To create order in chaos the IT-company has a big and very professional personnel department.

The company is unionised. More than 80% of the employees are members of a union, and the system of collective agreements is strongly rooted in the company. Shop stewards, safety representatives and representatives from management form a committee for co-operation, where working environment is discussed and suggestions for improvements are formed.

Summary 

The study of the knowledge intensive firm is to a high degree a matter of getting behind the surface of the passions and the pleasure of being part of a good company. The research in this area of the BEST study is to provide a description of the appalling aspects of the jobs. The intension is to make it possible to face and to understand the stressors of work in knowledge intensive firms. Therefore the explicit focus on PSWE given with this type of data collection is highly relevant, because knowledge workers according to the evidence got PSWE problems. A high level of stress is the immediate expression of the hard PSWE, obvious in several reports and public debates. By validating between quantitative and qualitative data by paying attention to ‘demands and control’ at least a part of the explanation of the hard PSWE is lighten up. 

4. Empirical findings: Knowledge intensive firms and boundaryless working condition: 

Introduction

The case companies are dominated by boundaryless knowledge work. This is expressed in the results of the survey which shows a high degree of autonomy in use of time, compared with the national average, a high degree of involvement, and at the same time a relatively high degree of uncertainty related to role expectations.

It is not surprising either, that the quantitative demands are high in the four companies, all are making business in very competitive markets. However, what has been more surprising for us is the low score on the dimension of control.

Demands: High level of quantitative demands

In the questionnaire there is a distinction between four kinds of demands: Quantitative demands, cognitive demands, emotional demands, demands concerning control of own feelings and sensory demands. The survey data shows that the three latter kinds of demand do not differ significantly from the national average, although the sensory demands are very high in some departments in the IT company. The quantitative demands are however, significant higher in all companies than the national average:

Table 1. Quantitative demands
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The quantitative demands seem to be high in nearly all departments in the four companies.

The index for quantitative demands is constructed over four questions:

a. Do you have to work very fast? (Always, Often, Sometimes, Seldom, Never/hardly ever) More than half of the population answered ‘always’ or ‘often’.

b. Is your workload unevenly distributed so it piles up? (Always, Often, Sometimes, Seldom, Never/hardly ever) More than a third answered ‘always’ or ‘often’.

c. How often do you not have time to accomplish all your work tasks? (Always, Often, Sometimes, Seldom, Never/hardly ever) More than a quarter answered ‘always’ or ‘often’.

d. Do you have to do overtime? (Always, Often, Sometimes, Seldom, Never/hardly ever) More than a quarter answered ‘always’ or ‘often’.

We will here give some examples of how the time pressure and quantitative demands are manifested in daily work in the companies.

Examples of high quantitative demands

In the IT company, around half of the employees maintain existing IT-systems or develop new systems. The work is most often organised in temporary project groups. Before the project starts a time budget is made. However, it is often impossible to predict how complicated it is to create a new system or renew an existing one. Therefore it is often necessary to work very hard in the last phase of the project, and for many employees it is a matter of frustration that it is not possible to follow their own quality norms. There seems to be a tendency to individualise the time pressure in the project work: if you don’t have enough time for your working tasks it is either because your quality norms are too high or it is because you are not productive enough.

The employees in the IT-company responsible for the daily operation of the large IT systems also experience high quantitative demands. However, here the work related reasons are different: When irregularities or breakdowns in the big IT systems are observed, it is very urgent to find a solution. Daily the employees experience one or more ‘fire alarms’ in the system. They have to react quickly, but under very uncertain conditions. That, of course, creates a very hectic work situation.

The front personnel in the bank have, according the idea of self-management, their own customers, which can be private customers or business customers. Of course the front personnel must give the customers a good service when they turn to the bank. But that is not enough any more. Now it is also an important task for the personnel to sell bank services to the customers they didn’t ask for. From the head quarters new bank products are marketed, and it is expected that the front personnel present the new products for the customers to get it sold. The head quarters increasingly start new campaigns, which must be carried out by the front personnel. Self-management among the bank employees is followed by standardisation, campaigns and project work. At the same time, the business results of the individual employee are increasingly precisely monitored. 

The bank wants to be a family friendly company, and because of that it is expected that the employees leave the workplace after ordinary work hours and don’t work overtime. That, however, creates a very hectic workday, and a constant feeling among the employees that they don’t do their job well enough. The general loyalty to the bank is very high, and that makes the feeling of not doing things properly even more painful.

Also in the Savings Bank the quantitative demands are quite high, even though it is operating in a local and less competitive market. The employees have however even more than the employees in the bank internalised the business obligations of the firm. Their dedication for the firm makes the employees themselves push for more quantitative demands. Especially those who are working in the real estate department are working long hours.

In the consultant house, the combination of demanding customers, passionate employees and a high competitive market creates high demands, many different obligations and long working hours. The employees in the front – the consultants – are those who experience the high demands the most. However, the hectic work among the consultants is transferred to the administrative staff in the firm, who is supposed to support the consultants.

To sum up on the quantitative demands

The quantitative demands in all four companies dominated by boundaryless knowledge work are quite high. That is the conclusion both of the quantitative and the qualitative analyses. In the boundaryless knowledge work there is no boundaries in the character of the work: The quality of the work could always be better. More could always be done to improve the results. For many of the employees, time is no boundary – if the tasks are not fulfilled when the working day is over, they can just continue at work or at home. Also the rule-based boundaries of the quantitative demands are very weak, compared with other kinds of work. The regulation of how much an individual employee has to work is regulated quite informally. When the employees are most often very loyal and even devoted for the company, they themselves very often push for more work – a more intensive working day and longer working hours.

The quantitative demands in the knowledge work in the case companies are very high. According to the ‘demand-control’ model that doesn’t necessary lead to high work strain. If the jobs are characterised by high influence at their own work and good development opportunities, the job strain still can be acceptable. We would expect the control dimension to be high in the boundaryless knowledge work because the employees control the most important means of production – his or her knowledge. 

Surprisingly the study shows that the influence at their own work isn’t high. 

Control: a moderate influence at employees’ own work

Here we define control as influence at one’s own work. The survey data makes it possible to create a control index, based on four survey questions. This control index makes it possible to compare the four companies with each other and with the national average. This comparison gives the surprising result that influence is significantly lower the national average in the IT-company. It is also quite low in the Bank. In the Savings Bank and in the Consultancy Company the control factor is around the national average.

Table 2. Control
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(50 points is the national average)

The index for control is constructed over the following four questions:

a. Do you have a large degree of influence concerning your work? Here the IT company is under the national average, the Bank around the national average, and the Savings Bank and the consultancy company over the national average.

b. Do you have a say in choosing who you work with? Here all four companies score under the national average.

c. Do you have any influence on WHAT you do at work? Here the IT-company is the under national average, the Savings Bank significant over the national average, and the Bank and consulting company around the national average.

d. Can you influence the amount of work assigned to you? On that question all companies are under the national average.

We will here give some examples of how the control factor is restricted in boundaryless knowledge work, characterize by self-management.

Examples of control restriction in ‘self-managed’ jobs

In all the cases there were significant differences between the level of control showed in the qualitative interviews and the level of control manifested in the survey. In the interviews the employees were asked about their general experience regarding their opportunity for influence and self-management practice. They all understood themselves and their work as free and independent with a high level of autonomy in daily work. However, when the same employees in the survey are asked very concretely about influence on decisions regarding own work, influence on who they work with, and influence on the amount of work they indicated a low level of control. Likewise the qualitative study showed a mismatch between both management and employees understanding of the firm as a high involvement organisation and actual practice regarding decisions on ICT–systems and practice, administration systems, strategic planning, annual goal setting, value formulation and CSR-activities. These areas are still bounded as executive staff tasks.

The Bank has for almost fifteen years been strongly committed to self-management based on common values. As a result it is now possible for all employees to suggest new activities and tasks, and it is possible for all to participate in change projects. Most employees are, however, reluctant when it comes to engage themselves in new tasks. Most of them feel that they have enough already in what they are doing. New projects, new tasks new challenges are often seen as extra obligations in addition to what they already are doing. 

In the daily running of the Bank business the employees have experienced a gradual increase in their formal autonomy. The employees are authorized to take more and more far-reaching decisions. The personal managers are not supposed to control and demand the employees, but to support and to coach. At the same time, however, the financial products the Bank is offering are gradually standardised, and how to make a certain bank product to a customer is formalised through a comprehensive IT-system. Command and control through the IT-system has replaced the demand and control by the managers.

Work in the Savings Bank is much like work in the Bank. It is offering financial product like that the Bank is offering, and the Savings Bank has been committed to value based management and self-management as the Bank – and perhaps even more than the Bank. However, the Savings Bank is small compared with the Bank, and that gives better opportunities for creating control by the employees. The top managers are close to all employees, and it is possible for all employees to understand their own position in the Bank. Never the less, also in the Savings Bank daily work is standardised and formalised, and that reduces the real autonomy and control in daily work.

Both in the Bank and in the Savings Bank the gradual development of self-management has been followed by a gradual change in the common understanding of what valuable qualifications are. When they are asked, both managers and employees tell us, that the valued qualifications are the so-called ‘soft’ qualifications: Social competences, the ability to work together with very different kinds of persons, to be able to communicate clearly, and, perhaps the most important qualification, to be loyal and committed to the firm. We suppose that this ‘social construction’ of what are the important qualifications makes it difficult to create a competence development, which could give the employees a wider autonomy in their professional development and sale of financial products.

The IT Company has the lowest score of control among the four case companies. There is a significant variation in control among the 25 departments of the company. There is e.g. very little influence in jobs where the surveillance of the systems are carried out 24 hours a day. There are other departments where the control in the hand of the employees is much bigger. However, it is astonishing that in no department is the index of control significantly higher than the national average. Not even in departments where highly educated IT specialists are developing new systems. 

One factor that reduces the autonomy and control at work are the systems of documentation, quality systems and security systems. These systems specify quite restrictive procedures, and they restrict the opportunities for employees to exchange information and to work together autonomously. Another factor that reduces the employees control at their own work is the project management systems. Milestones, modulisation and strict deadlines reduce the control of the employees.

In the Consultancy Company half of the employees – the consultants and the managers - have high influence, and half of the employees – especially the administrative staff - have low influence. 

The consultants have a high degree of influence over what to do, how to do it and with whom they do their work. However, they have quite a low influence on the amount of work. The work of the administrative staff is marked by the boundarylessness in the work of the consultants. The boundarylessness in time and content in the work of the consultants creates working conditions for the administrative staff that demand a boundaryless adaptation to the work of the consultants.

To sum up concerning the dimension of control

In the four cases both management and employees overestimate employees’ control in work. This can probably be explained by a decade of self-management as general point of orientation. Also the strong commitment to the companies makes both managers and employees blind to the lack of control in daily work. When high demand in work is seen as an unavoidable aspect of modern work, and when work is seen as being managed by the employees themselves, the visible PSWE problems, manifesting themselves in psychical breakdowns among strong, committed and qualified employees, must be understood as difficulties in coping with work demands or finding the balance between family and work. Or the reason can be an incompetent personnel manager. 

5. Discussion

In this section we establish a discussion of how the case firm conceptualize PSWE when they are provided with comprehensive information during the BEST Base lines.  

Understanding of PSWE in traditional work and knowledge work

At the workplaces characterized by knowledge work, we have met a criticism of the questionnaire, namely ‘some of the questions are relevant in traditional industry, but not in our kind of work’. It is especially questions related to working hours, control at own work, and questions related to reward, which has been criticized. At the same time the questionnaire is criticized for its superficial coverage of problems related to motivation and to leadership.

The data analyses of the baseline study show however, that those questions that some of the respondents sees as irrelevant, are very relevant: Many employees don’t know how many hours they are working, and questions about weekly working hours are difficult for them to answer, but long working hours are a significant working environment problem. Related to control the data shows that employees have an unexpected low influence at own work. Related to reward, there seems to be a great problem related to non-transparent reward systems.

In the work place conceptualization of the working environment it seems that the above mentioned problems are neglected or seen as inexorable, and there is a tendency to see the health outcome of the working environment as caused by insufficient capacity of the individuals to manage there own working environment or insufficient capacity of the supervisors to respect individual needs.

In general, they have the starting point that classic PSWE problems are not relevant in modern knowledge intensive firms. The problems related to too high quantitative demands are seen as an indisputable condition, not possible to handle. The logic is that knowledge jobs are unpredictable and by nature determined by creative processes, not able to estimate or plan as other types of jobs are. The problem related to lack of control is neglected with the argument that employees got a lot of control. 

In the next section we step further into a discussion of what the engaged firms actually do when they face the BEST Base Lines. By doing so it becomes obvious that they miss the point of taking a closer look at the work in terms of control and demands, but concentrate on element surrounding work like management style, culture and personal competences. 

How knowledge intensive firm deal with PSWE problems

The aim of the BST-project is not only to monitor and describe the psychosocial working environment. The aim is also to stimulate interventions to improve the psychosocial working environment. These interventions are formed and carried out by the actors in the companies, and the researchers are only reflective sparing partners in that process. As researchers we observe the action taken and the chosen improvement methods intending to evaluate which methods and processes that seem to be most appropriate to improve PSWE.

Before BEST, the companies had worked with psychosocial problems related to the work, but mainly from an individualistic perspective: all companies have had activities to improve stress management and coping. One of the companies had an ambitious program, where all employees should be better to handle their working conditions in respect for their own personality through training in NLP (Neuro-linguistic programming). The BEST project intented however to impose a preventive perspective on the psychosocial working environment. A perspective the companies accepted as relevant when they decided to participate in the project. But this perspective is rather difficult to follow in practice in this kind of firms.  

The BEST research gives comprehensive information of the PSWE at the firm. The results are both quantitative and qualitative and contain more dimensions of PSWE. It is up to the firm to interpret the results and to take action. The process of selection and sense making is highlighted in the following section by analyzing action, processes and dominant approaches to PSWE. 

Action taken, methods and approaches: How do the firms carry out the improvement processes and which approaches to PSWE are dominant? 

One of the main purposes of the BEST research is to point out methods that seem to be successful to improve PSWE. Thus, the study is still ongoing so we are still not able to make concludes concerning this particular purpose. However, we can observe some differences in the methods in use. 

The consultant house

Problem chosen as priorities areas

At the consultant house they neglected the result of BEST research in the first place. The top management argued that the indicators for PSWE in the BEST research didn’t match the reality of the work situation within the consultant house. They weren’t satisfied by the focus on e.g. ‘influence’ since they took for granted that the consultants had perfect influence at own work. However, as described above, consultants have influence concerning how to carry out tasks, but not over the amount of work. Furthermore, more employees (facility service and administrative task) haven’t got a high degree of influence neither according to how to carry out tasks nor to the amount of work. The top management didn’t find it relevant to focus on the relatively low degree of control at individual employees’ own work, even when facing the BEST result. Instead, the group of managers concluded that some action was relevant in order to improve PSWE. They choose to select ‘management quality’ and ‘information’ as the most relevant cues to extract. The management group started to increase information of cross-organizational issues and they put effort to increase the quality of daily management. This implied more focus on active motivation, feed back and inspiration as a part of the management role. However, focus on the amount of work is not up for a discussion neither is the low influence on work for not-consultants employees. 

Methods and approach

In the consultant house first top management and then the group of managers took ownership to the results of the BEST research. The managers discussed and interpreted the results and afterwards they decide which problems to manage and also how to carry out improvements. They informed the organization of the BEST research results through the intranet, as an announcement, but they took a conscious decision not to open a common discussion of the results. They prepared each other in the management group to take some departmental initiatives besides the general increasing of information of cross-organizational issues and improvements of management quality. A part of the initiatives is to enhance personal competences among the employees to manage their time and work in a sound balance. An instrument for this is to evaluate each employee by a test according to personal preferences in the way of doing works. E.g., you can have preferences for ad hoc work, for projects, for individual or collective jobs, you can have preferences for standard jobs or you can have preferences for results rather than for processes and vice versa.  The idea is that managers and employee together can find the ‘most-preferred’ job design in so far it is possible. The dominant approach to PSWE is that a good PSWE depends on a good quality of management and next, it depends on personal preferences and competences to manage time and job in a sound balanced. Note, however, that the question of the amount of work and the influence at own work for not-consultants is ignored. 

The Bank

Problem chosen as priorities area

The Bank has paid attention to the level of stress before the BEST research started and it was also the indicators of stress that The Bank highlighted in the results of the BEST study. The level of stress indicates too high demands compared to the available resources. The BEST study results confirmed the existing knowledge that employees as well as managers got stress. By dealing with the problem The Bank chose to set even more focus on collective caring for colleagues who signal stress and even more development of the institutionalized nursing programme for employees on sick leave because of stress. Furthermore, they took action to increase the conscious of individual attention to stress and make classes in ways of managing stress. It is important to note that the culture of The Bank is based on social values driven by the idea of sharing interest between customers, employees and owners. The Bank does a lot to make the work comfortable, but they fail to manage the fact that the amount of work is too high and that some groups of employees had too low an influence at their own work. 

Methods and approach

In The Bank a large group of 50 people with central roles took part in a meeting between The Bank and the Researchers aiming to make sense of the BEST research results. At the daylong meeting, workshops were arranged with the intention to reach a proper understanding of the results. The participants were meant to be carriers of the knowledge and to spread the knowledge among all members of the organization. Furthermore, journalists from ‘The Bank-News’ wrote articles and there was a lot of effort made to make the knowledge collective. But in the long run at special task force within the Human Resource Management Department is in charge to take action and initiate ongoing discussion. The task force pays attention to build up a caring teamspirit, meaning that the teams must take a responsibility to support each member of the team if individuals need help to relieve the pressure. Supplementary employees as well as managers are expected to follow classes helping to deal with stress. They also began to pay attention to ‘the whole life’ because it was discussed that the private lives also could be a stressor. An upcoming discussion seems to concern to what extent the Bank can or should offer well being activities like free sports facilities, a health programme and psychological support in life crises (divorces, sickness, depressions etc). But note, that they do not fell it realistic to put attention to the need to decrease the amount of work or to discuss how to obtain increasing control at own work for those who have low influence. The dominant approach to PSWE at The Bank can be described as a matter of collective and institutional caring and nursing and personal competence to manage time and resources. 

The Savings Bank

Problem chosen as priorities area

In the Savings Bank PSWE problems is understood as results the individual employee’s lack of ability to manage the extensive autonomy in work and lack of ability to practice self-management. Hence the domination approach to PSWE in this case aims towards individual character building by use of e.g. Neuro-Linguistic Programming tools, coaching, personal competence development etc. This approach can easily enhance employees’ feelings of insufficiency to cope with work. 

Methods and approach

In the Savings Bank there have not been taken serious steps to improve the PSWE. Everybody is happy and there are no serious PSWE problems, so why bother spending time on preventive interventions? We researchers have tried to argue that their satisfaction is a result of ‘false awareness’ (using other words) regarding their understanding of the organizational structures and practices as corresponding to post-bureaucratic work when in fact there are still lots of bureaucratic structures predeterminating work. However this ‘false awareness’ does not change that the employees experience healthy and developmental working conditions, and the pressure for change because of that is very weak. It could be argued that their PSWE could be even better and that the organisations lack of ability to facilitated policy processes regarding demands and control is a potential threat to organisations stability and the employees’ wellbeing in less fortunate economic times. It can easily become a dangerous mistake to continuously strive towards harmony and an environment without conflicts because then the conflicts gets subjective internalised or moved to the family resulting in consumption of the human resources.

The IT-Company

Problem chosen as priorities area

The IT-Company has taken the BEST project very seriously and put a lot of resources into the project. Related to the co-operative committee and the personal department, a project group was settled to interpret the results of the project and to suggest changes. To make an interpretation and to make an action plan which had support throughout the whole organisation, the project group arranged seven workshops, covering different parts of the company. Each workshop had the BEST result from their part of the company. They were asked to interpret the results, and to suggest improvements. Each workshop had around 20 participants (managers and employees), and each workshop worked for one whole day. After that process the whole management and around 100 employees have been heavily involved in the interpretation of the results and in the making of an action plan. That process highlighted so many problems and created so many solutions that it was difficult for the project group to overview the whole material. After a period of thinking and considering, the project group did send many of the solutions back to the departments. They were problems they could solve themselves. They started a general program to improve the quality of management. And they suggested some organisational changes which gave more resources to some part of the organisation, where the working load were to high, and they suggested a program for development of qualifications for those who had very specific and company dependent qualifications.

Methods and approach

The interviewed employees and management representatives understand the PSWE problems as results of the strain which comes from working in a complex organization with highly specialized division of labour. This means that uncertainties are the main source of strain e.g. uncertainties regarding who does what, who is responsible, which performance is expected etc. Therefore their PSWE approach is dominated by an ambition of bringing order in the chaos by the use of a rationalistic method: Problem analyze, identification of problems, prioritising, finding solutions, organizing and coordinated action. 
 SHAPE 



The missing points

The firms do take the PSWE seriously. They take action and they do pay attention. And they stick to some relevant problems and try to manage these in ways that they feel right. They concentrate on the quality of management, on a caring culture, on personal competences and of supportive institutions. But they fail to take a closer look at work itself. They fail to look at the amount of work and the fact than employees generally speaking do not have control over the amount of work. And they also fail to face that more groups of employees, characterized by being supportive to the ‘hard core’ knowledge workers, and doesn’t have influence of their jobs. 

Furthermore, in the methods they use to manage PSWE, they fail to establish a legitimate forum in which members of a workgroup (a department, a team) can discuss their PSWE and take actions to improve PSWE.  It is obvious through observations and interviews that it is indeed legitimate to have discussions about how to improve results or how to get more customers, but it is not naturally to discuss working conditions. Through interviews we are convinced that you signal weakness if you put working conditions at the agenda: Not only personal weakness but also a kind of lack of loyalty to the firm’s values and ideas. Because the cultures in generally are built on the ideology of go-getting to a common goal, to which you are expected (from the firm and form yourself) to feel passion and to give everything. By questioning the working condition you also question the ideology. It is, in general, legitimate to say that you as an individual cannot live up to the demands, and to a degree you can get help and comfort, but it is not the organization, but you, who fail. 

It is obvious in all cases that they miss a tradition to simply talk about working conditions. They both miss a natural, formal forum to bring up the problems, and a language to address this type of problems. On the other hand, they are very competent to talk about the firm’s situation (bottom line problems, firm’s values etc). 

6. Conclusion 

We have studied boudaryless work as it emerges in knowledge intensive firms. The study was carried out within the frame of a major research programme studying PSWE and action taken to make improvements. The results presented are preliminary in so far the research is still ongoing.  

Especially for the boundary less work study, a purpose is to evaluate if PSWE in such firm transgress traditional PSWE problems known from industrial work. In some ways things are different, in other ways we find the same problems. 

In contrast to traditional PSWE, employees in knowledge intensive firms have a high degree of autonomy in use of time and culturally they feel a higher loyalty to the firm. It is also a central difference that the roles of employees as well as of managers are unclear and ambiguous, much more than in traditional PSWE. 

The identified differences are not a surprising finding. Neither are the findings that the cognitive demands as well as a high amount of work surprising. What is surprising is the fact that the degree of influence and control is low. Following Karesek it is essential for a proper PSWE that demands and control is balanced. 

To add, it is unexpected that those who were interviewed didn’t have an awareness of the lack of ability to take control. But by measuring the quantitative data the lack of control become viable. 

It is clear from the interviews; chronicle workshops and observations that knowledge firms concentrate on strengthen the social and the personal competences. In the Bank and in the Savings Bank the professional skills are more or less seen as unimportant. In the IT company most of the employees have quite specialised qualifications, but they were often invisible and not recognised, because the qualifications were established through practical experience. In the Consultant Company the professional skills are given a high priority. There is a tendency to prioritise social and personal competences as the most important skills, especially in the Bank and in the Savings Bank. And in all four cases an effort to build up competencies to manage interpersonal relations and own stress is in the forefront. By missing to build up competences in professional terms the possibility to take control is limited. 

An important reason for the lack of personal control at employees’ own work is the determining effect of IT systems. It three cases – It, Savings bank and in The bank – we observe several examples of IT systems demanding employees to act very much as an appendix to several control systems. The technical systems, not the woman, are controlling the work. 

Suggestions for improvements

As researchers in the BEST research our role is not to suggest specific methods to improve PSWE, but nevertheless some central areas of actions is needed: 

· Collective based norms and priorities: The case firm fails to pay explicit attention to PSWE and consequently they fail to build up traditions and legitimate forum in which PSWE is natural to face. 

· Qualifications: Give professional skills higher priority and attitude lower priority. Social and personal competences are indeed needed, but still, professional skills are profound if employees are to take control at own work. 

· Give the control back to the employees in the creation of the interface between woman and machine. 
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Focus on�
Method�
Dominant approach to PSWE�
�
Savings Bank�
Personal development, management support, acknowledgement and commitment


�
Individual training in collaboration and communication e.g. courses for enhanced self esteem�
A matter of coping and coaching�
�
IT�
Uncertainty, division of labour, quality of management, adapted solutions


�
Cooperation, involvement and activities adapted to the specific conditions �
A matter of rationalistic organizing �
�
Consultant House�
Management role, information, personal competences�
Top down decision and 


Departmental initiatives depending on the daily managers understanding of PSWE�
A matter of management quality and a matter of personal preferences and competences to manage time and resources�
�
Bank�
Nursing/caring, teamspirit, personal competences�
HRM department initiate a caring culture among teams and strengthen the institutional caring and nursing�
A matter of collective and institutional caring and nursing and personal competence to manage time and resources�
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