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Work -Life Balance  

A note from Battiston Consulting  

Australia Day 2010 has gone; summer holidays (for those lucky enough to enjoy them) are 
definitely over. It's time to roll up sleeves and start tackling this year's challenges. Last year 
corporate health and well-being amid the global financial crisis (GFC) was a major focus. Now, as 
concern about the GFC eases (at least in this part of the world) it may be an apt occasion to 
consider personal health and well-being. A useful starting point is work-life balance. 

So let's get started. 

1 What is  work -life balance?  

There is no one-size-fits-all. Each of us has our own mix of business, family and social 
responsibilities, and personal interests. A survey conducted in the US last year for CIGNA, an 
insurance company, found that 65 per cent of respondents indicated that they ñlive to workò, rather 
than that they ñwork to liveò - and more on that later. (We need to be careful as Americans' and 
Australians' attitudes are not identical ï but are we very different?) 
 

There are arguments for adopting any position from ñwork is my highest priorityò to ñwork is a nasty 
chore: I live for other thingsò. What we are suggesting here is to take time out for some planning: is 
each of us sitting where we actually want to be? Or have we just drifted there? 
 

2 A SWOT analysis  

Basic questions to ask, perhaps every five years: are you in the right job? Working for the right 
organisation? The right sort of organisation? Half a century ago most professional and 
management careers proceeded on a set trajectory: for example, joined a bank at 17; spent ten 
years as a teller, ten years as a loans officer, ten years as a branch accountant, ten years as a 
manager, then retired at 57 on a defined benefit pension and joined the bowls club. It's not like that 
anymore. Occasionally our careers could use a shock: we can create it ourselves or circumstances 
may do it for us. 
 
Here's a starting point: where am I now ï both in terms of career and personal life? A handy way to 
answer is with a pen, a sheet of paper and a list of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 
threats that current circumstances present. If the balance looks good, fine. Otherwise, options 
might be: 
 

 Turn up the stress ï  work a bit faster to earn more money and a bigger bonus, or feel 
empowered to find a new job and stretch work horizons 

 

http://newsroom.cigna.com/article_display.cfm?article_id=1030
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 Stay with current work life balance, but maybe make minor adjustments ï pledge to not 
work on weekends, or to leave work at five pm on Fridays, or take four weeks of annual 
leave*, or turn off the BlackBerry from dinner time until leaving for work next morning 

 

 Turn down the stress: take some long service leave, change to working part time, do 
something new outside work (bowls, golf, write a book, lead a scout troop, learn another 
language), take the train sometimes instead of being stuck in a car during peak hour. 

 
If money is the motivating factor rather than the job then that raises a different set of questions: are 
the assets that you do have working for you? Maybe it's time to review how the money comes in: 
where does it go to? How well suited is your asset portfolio to your likely future needs? 
 

3 Stress is good  

We need some stress to do well. If we have no deadlines to meet we meet none. If we have no 
problems to solve we don't think and if we are accountable for nothing we don't care. 
 
In his 2008 book, Brain Rules, molecular biologist John Medina writes about excessive stress: 
 

 Your brain is built to deal with stress that lasts about 30 seconds. The brain is not designed for long 
term stress when you feel like you have no control. 

 Stress damages virtually every kind of cognition that exists. It damages memory and executive 
function. It can hurt your motor skills. When you are stressed out over a long period of time it 
disrupts your immune response. You get sicker more 
often. It disrupts your ability to sleep. You get 
depressed. 

 
Performance expectations that we set ourselves, that 
we know we can meet if we do our best, impose a 
healthy level of stress. Extreme, externally imposed 
expectations often do not. 
 
The University of South Australia has a web site about 
managing stress. While prepared for students, its 
suggestions are useful generally. Undergraduate 
students especially are in a high stress environment. 
Once they sign up for a course they have little control 
over deadlines: set material, assignments, exams. If 
there is a uni student in your family who gets snippy at 
times it may not be teenage rebellion, but stress. 
 

The guide recommends a three-pronged approach: 
 

 Look after your body: healthy food, sufficient 
exercise, enough sleep; be aware of early 
warning signs of mounting stress; develop relaxation techniques  

 

 Review your behaviours: plan to use time effectively; don't bottle problems up but address 
them as they occur; be wary of increased use of alcohol or drugs 

 

                                                      

* According to research commissioned by the federal government-backed No Leave No Life program, as of 

December 2008 Australia's 7.6 million full-time employees had accumulated 123 million days of annual leave, up by 11 
per cent from December 2006. 

Stress: bent, not broken 

http://www.brainrules.net/
http://www.unisa.edu.au/ltu/students/study/wellbeing/stress/manage.asp
http://www.unisa.edu.au/ltu/students/study/wellbeing/stress/manage.asp
http://www.noleavenolife.com/employer/researchFindings.aspx
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 Manage your thinking: some things you can control, others you cannot and should not 
waste time on; think positively; maintain perspective about what really matters and about 
reasonable expectations 

 

A brisk, five minute walk can relieve at a moment of special stress if you concentrate on the walk, 
not the worry. How much accrued leave do you have? Is it time to take a week off? 
 
Many firms provide an Employee Assistance Program (EAP), offering confidential counselling on 
work and personal problems for employees and immediate family. As Medina discusses in his 
book, a common consequence of excessive stress is learned helplessness, a feeling that we are 
somehow stuck in a hole, and are still digging. The EAP can help you to start climbing out. 
 

4 Families  

 

The first Labour Day parade, marking achievement by the trade union movement of the 8-hour day, 
was held in Melbourne in 1856. The 8-hour day endured for a long time, but in the last few 
decades, the tradition of eight hours somewhere between 7 am and 6 pm has crumbled. Today's 
society operates on extended hours, some of it round the clock. Four 10-hour days in a week may 
be equivalent to five 8-hour ones; three 12-hour days, almost so. But in reality many professional 
and management jobs are driven by nature of the job's need than by hours on the clock.  
 

As from 1st January this year under the federal Fair Work Act, National Employment Standards  
include increased flexibility for parents who care for children.  (Australian women's participation in 
the workforce, at 67 per cent, is well below nations such as Sweden, which has almost 75 per 
cent.) Men are now entitled to the same kind of flexibility as women. Just the same, we can hope 
that common sense prevails. Some jobs by their very nature impose limits on practical flexibility. 
Would a long haul airline pilot really expect to drop his boys off at school each morning? 
 

With increasing longevity of our population, flexible hours may also encourage people in their 
seventies and older to continue contributing to their firm - and to the nation's workforce. High court 
judges become ñconstitutionally senileò at 70, but most of them are available to take on quasi-
judicial assignments according to demand.  Technology can aid flexible working too. ñWorking 
hoursò is no longer synonymous with ñhours at workò. 
 

5 How can technology help?  

Physicist Max Planck once observed that science advances funeral by funeral and this may be true 
of workplace practices. It is just on 27 years since Time Magazine featured the personal computer 
as its pick for Person of the Year, heralding a move from hobbyist's plaything to mainstream tool. 
There is now a generation in middle management who have grown up with computers and along 
the way, digested the internet, the world wide web, web search engines, the BlackBerry, the 
iPhone... We can be in touch, any time, any place, not only with people we know but with a huge 
database of reference material, news, analysis and opinion. (It has a downside to avoid: a jumble 
of conspiracy theories, junk science, political extremism and rubbish.) 
 
With the broadband speeds available in most metropolitan and suburban areas and voice over IP 
(VoIP) telephone connection it is feasible to access corporate servers and even, with a cheap 
video camera, participate in limited video-conferencing from home or from almost anywhere. 
 

http://www.unisa.edu.au/ltu/students/study/wellbeing/stress/manage.asp
http://www.fairwork.gov.au/Pay-leave-and-conditions/Conditions-of-employment/Pages/National-Employment-Standards.aspx
http://www.nationmaster.com/graph/lab_for_par_rat_fem_of_fem_pop_age_1564-female-population-ages-15-64
http://www.nationmaster.com/graph/lab_for_par_rat_fem_of_fem_pop_age_1564-female-population-ages-15-64
http://www.time.com/time/subscriber/personoftheyear/archive/stories/1982.html
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Working from home covers a range of possibilities: occasionally 
log on from home after the kids are in bed to catch up with 
correspondence or draft a report; or be stuck in front of a 
computer screen and a telephone 38 hours a week. (There are 
occupational health & safety, insurance and taxation issues 
outside the scope of this Note that may require expert advice.) 
Just as importantly, there are business process design issues in 
structuring a work-from-home environment. In some cases it is 
simply not practical. Technology exists for surgeons to conduct 
remote medical procedures. But we won't see that applied to 
remotely delivered haircuts anytime soon. 
 
The next advance is likely to be in groupware: collaboration 
support systems. These cover a wide range of group activity 
types. Even electronic mail may be considered a limited function 
form of groupware but perhaps the first commercial product that 
envisioned supporting groups rather than simply pairs of people 
was Notes, developed by Ray Ozzie in the mid-1980s. 
 
Ozzie is now a chief architect at Microsoft. ñEight Challenges for Developersò, a  1994 paper by 
Jonathan Grudin, who is also a researcher at Microsoft, discusses the human systems difficulties 
inherent in designing and implementing successful groupware products. To highlight just one, a 
problem with even traditional email systems: 
 

As [software] developers, we see the distinction between sender and receiver as the key role distinction in the 
use of electronic mail. But, as the anthropologist [Constance] Perin revealed, the key distinction in electronic 
mail use in many organizations is that of manager and subordinate. The technology does not recognize the 
supervisor-subordinate distinction, but it is critical in the workplace. Whatever distinctions are designed into the 
technology, its reception is determined by distinctions that exist in the organization.  

 
One consequence is burial under blizzards of email. Flattening of organisation hierarchies that 
have occurred since Gruber wrote that is generally welcome, but if anything it has made the email 
problem worse. It is a human systems problem, not a technology one, although those unwilling to 
confront that fact might dream of technology solutions. Here's one suggestion: an email system 
that automatically assesses each item on whether its recipient is likely to find important, urgent, 
interesting; deletes items that are unimportant and uninteresting even if urgent and prioritises the 
rest. In today's world the ñtechnologyò that does this is perhaps the most complex on the planet: it 
is likely to prefer having time to eat lunch each day, and may have kids to drop off at school. 
 
Google recently staked a claim in the groupware market with Google Wave. Along with IBM's Lotus 
Notes, Microsoft's Office SharePoint and Groove, and many smaller companies' offerings, serious 
research money is now going into developing more functional, more appealing collaboration 
support tools. The challenge for developers is to produce tools that improve scope for work-life 
balance rather than, like email, will tend to make it worse. This year may herald steps forward. 
 

6 Always on  

The ubiquitous CrackBerry and its kin: is it necessary to be ñalways onò? In the Harvard Business 
Review last October, Leslie A Perlow and Jessica L Porter wrote about what happened when 
consultants and partners at the Boston Consulting Group were forced to turn off for scheduled 
periods. Here is some of what they had to say: 

 

 

Can we do this from India? 

http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/redmond/groups/coet/Grudin/papers/CACM1994.pdf
http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/redmond/groups/coet/Grudin/papers/CACM1994.pdf
http://research.microsoft.com/en-us/um/redmond/groups/coet/Grudin/papers/CACM1994.pdf
http://hbr.org/2009/10/making-time-off-predictable-and-required/ar/1
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Making Time Off Predictable ï and Required 

People in professional services... simply expect to 
make work their top priority. They believe an ñalways 
onò ethic is essential if they and their firms are to 
succeed in the global marketplace. Just look at the 
numbers: According to a survey we conducted last 
year, 94% of 1,000 such professionals said they put 
in 50 or more hours a week, with nearly half that 
group turning in more than 65 hours a week. That 
doesnôt include the 20 to 25 hours a week most of 
them spend monitoring their BlackBerrys while 
outside the office. These individuals further say they 
almost always respond within an hour of receiving a 
message from a colleague or a client. 

Yet our research over the past four years in several 
North American offices of the Boston Consulting 
Group (BCG) suggests that it is perfectly possible for 
consultants and other professionals to meet the 
highest standards of service and still have planned, 
uninterrupted time off. Indeed, we found that when 
the assumption that everyone needs to be always 
available was collectively challenged, not only could 
individuals take time off, but their work actually 
benefited. Our experiments with time off resulted in 
more open dialogue among team members, which is valuable in itself. But the improved communication 
also sparked new processes that enhanced the teamsô ability to work most efficiently and effectively. 

Predictable time off is the name we gave to the designated periods of time that consultants were required 
to take off. This was in addition to time the consultants took off with the natural ebbs and flows of their 
work. These predictable periods were established at the start of a project and required individuals to be off 
completelyïno checking of e-mail or voicemail. The concept was so foreign that we had to practically force 
some professionals to take their time off, especially when it coincided with periods of peak work intensity. 
Eventually, however, the consultants came to enjoy and anticipate having predictable time off, particularly 
as the benefits for their work became evident.  

 

6 Takin g time out to think  

Gut instinct plays a big part in some decisions. In his 2000 letter to Berkshire Hathaway 
shareholders Warren Buffett described how he acquired CORT Business Services.  On 23 
November 1999 he became aware that the company could be for sale. He printed out its SEC 
filings, liked what he saw, met with the CORT CEO six days later and made an offer. It was 
accepted. This is typical of Buffett's style but Buffett is an unusual man. 
 
Deciding how to exploit a business opportunity or solve a business problem takes most people 
more time, creativity and effort than that. Creativity often requires concentrated thought over an 
extended period. French mathematician Henri Poincaré wrote, in an article about creativity: 
 

Most striking at first is this appearance of sudden illumination, a manifest sign of long, unconscious prior 
work. The role of this unconscious work in mathematical invention appears to me incontestable, and 
traces of it would be found in other cases where it is less evident. Often when one works at a hard 
question, nothing good is accomplished at the first attack. Then one takes a rest, longer or shorter, and 
sits down anew to the work. During the first half-hour, as before, nothing is found, and then all of a sudden 
the decisive idea presents itself to the mind.... 
 
There is another remark to be made about the conditions of this unconscious work; it is possible, and of a 
certainty it is only fruitful, if it is on the one hand preceded and on the other hand followed by a period of 
conscious work. These sudden inspirations (and the examples already cited prove this) never happen 
except after some days of voluntary effort which has appeared absolutely fruitless and whence nothing 
good seems to have come, where the way taken seems totally astray. These efforts then have not been as 

é until it's off 

http://www.berkshirehathaway.com/2000ar/2000ar.pdf
http://www.berkshirehathaway.com/2000ar/2000ar.pdf
http://books.google.com.au/books?id=OG6-LfNWIxIC&pg=PA2041&lpg=PA2041&dq=#v=onepage&q=
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sterile as one thinks; they have set agoing the unconscious machine and without them it would not have 
moved and would have produced nothing.  

 

Problems that we grapple with in business are easier than Poincaré's in one way (he wrote about 
Fuchsian functions: please don't ask). But they are more complex in another: we must factor in 
what other people might do as well. Poincaré did not need to worry about whether Fuchsian 
functions would fight back.  Advice: give important problems the time and attention that it needs.  

 

7 When work disappears  

In 2004, then federal Treasurer, Peter Costello, made an important speech about the issues that 
Australia faces as our population ages. It was widely ridiculed as a policy of ñwork till you dropò. Yet 
that is exactly the plan for many creatives, professionals and executives. As long as they have the 
capacity to perform, they expect to exercise it because they love their work.  
 
But life has its surprises: recessions, takeovers, family 
circumstances. So what then? Is there a Plan B? People who 
retire and suddenly find that they are left with no real interest 
outside the work they used to do are putting themselves under 
dangerous stress. If there is suddenly nothing to live for... 
 
Can you afford the time and energy to develop a ñhobbyò job 
while still at work? Possibilities range from social service 
ventures like running a scout troupe or leading an area for 
Toastmasters, getting involved in local government or 
community groups, even laying the ground to start a consulting 
business leveraging your particular expertise. 
 
One way to avoid corporate surprises is to have your own 
business. Australian sculptor Tom Bass is 93 and still actively 
involved in the sculpture school that he started in 1973. 
  

8 Next steps  

Looking for a grand solution doesn't work well for complex problems, and getting the best from life 
is a complex problem. Last December surgeon Atul Gawande wrote in The New Yorker about an 
even more complex problem: containing US health care costs. The proposed solution: try some 
things; see what works. Gawande showed how this strategy effectively contained a similar cost 
blow-out in US agriculture in the first half of the 20th century. 
 
We suggest the same approach to this problem. So here's a challenge: what changes are you 
going to try with your work schedule, home life, outside interests, with where the money goes? 
Maybe some will have an even better effect than you expected. Others may be of no value at all.  
 
The way to find out is to try a few. 
 
 

Enjoy working till you drop 

About Battiston Consulting: 

At Battiston Consulting our goal is to help our clients solve their business and IT problems and drive 
valuable outcomes.  Our clients benefit from our effective approach to problem solving, our adoption of best 
practices, our goal of making our clients successful, our ability to transfer knowledge and capabilities, and 
our business-based approach to delivering advice and leveraging experience.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Bass
http://www.tombasssculptureschool.org.au/hist.html
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/12/14/091214fa_fact_gawande
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2009/12/14/091214fa_fact_gawande
http://www.battistonconsulting.com.au/

