Perception and Reality

Did you ever notice that companies in the United States are not very generous when it comes to time off?  Something appears wrong in a culture where you hear employees bragging about hours worked and vacation days “not” taken.  It’s the whole perception vs. reality thing.  
Don't know who is responsible for perpetuating this philosophy. For some reason U.S. workers have taken pride in the fact that they're so "hard working".  But since when does “Hard Working” equate to “Long Working”? Most other industrialized countries enjoy their four to six weeks vacation per annum of which four of those weeks are mandatory.  The perception in the U.S. is that long hours of work with minimal time off equates to a “Good Work” ethic.  But who benefits from this ethic?   European companies have proven that effective planning and maximizing worker efficiency is also good work ethic with a by-product of increased time off for employees.  Both employer and employee mutually benefit from this relationship.
This work ethic myth seems to transcend economic conditions.  In good times seemingly no one dares to take even a day off since every minute is counted toward margin and bottom line.  When the economy slows and opportunities diminish, employees become fearful of losing their current job if perceived to be less hard-working than the person in the office next to them.

It seems that employers increasingly value people who work longer rather than smarter.  Our society seems to grant greater esteem to careers that require greater time expenditures.  We evaluate employees by sick time not taken, the amount of vacation not used and promptness of worked time reported. Rarely do you hear of employee evaluation based on their contribution to productivity, profitability and the customer satisfaction.    
Recently, I've noticed that many employees come in early and/or stay at work longer even when it is not required.  This creates an obvious extended presence.  These employees generate after hour emails which in turn further validates that presence. But, most importantly, it gives employees “after hour face time” to the company. The increased employee “face time” seems to buffer those employees from accusations of slacking, clock watching or one that goes home “on time."  What gets accomplished during these extended hours is virtually unmeasured.  It has become a competition to see who can put in the most time.  It may in fact be a rationale for job security.  Another observation is that employees will talk about company work they did at home or on weekends knowing full well there is no way of validating their claims.  Yet what they do during their official eight hour day is unmeasured.  I have even seen instances where people that are on vacation will actually come in late in the day, call or email in to remind all of their dedication and concern.  These tactics are typically smoke screens utilized by those with questionable productivity and value they add to the project.
These types of appearances are often mistaking dedication.  In reality it is meant to create a perception.  People that talk about after hour work or hang out after hours in the proximity of work are perceived as “Go Getters”, “Wiz Kids” and standard setters for the company.  The reality is quite opposite.  Those that cannot perform due to lack of skills, motivation or both, need to be perceived as performers.  This must be accomplished by creating the illusion of being a hard worker which in turn helps masquerade their incompetence.  This does not apply to those employees engaged in “Hands On” tasks required to complete the job and meet deadlines although it is symptomatic of poor planning.  It applies to those employees in the periphery not required to complete these tasks yet desire to be associated with the extended hours it takes to complete these tasks. 
At one of my prior jobs I worked with fellow employees that worked hard when we had deadlines and often worked late as needed, and were compensated when work load permitted. When there were customer meetings in the morning, we'd come in early to prepare and adjust schedules accordingly.  We worked efficiently, tailoring our schedule according to the needs of our customers and ourselves.  It is a rare that anyone who has a full time job works less than 40 hours a week.   I believe through planning and time management more work can be accomplished in 40 hours than perceived work accomplished by overworked-but-underachieving-employees who routinely work extended hours.  Not since the 1950’s has an attempt been made to measure employee productivity within the normal eight hour work day.  In the absence of such data, it has been assumed that more hours worked means greater employee loyalty and productivity.
Productive employees have balance and disconnect mechanisms in their lives.  It allows them time to reload, recharge, refocus and work smartly.   In contemporary times management has become increasingly influenced by perception rather than productivity.  One such example of that is the belief that the quantity of time one spends on the job can somehow out distance resource planning, effective management of time and working efficiently.  Poor planning and ineffective management surely constitutes one crisis after another.  It consumes maximum resources and time for each crisis event without allowing for scheduled work between crises.  In the absence of planning and effective time and resource management, there will be in every case chaos increasing the need for immediate resource committal to crisis mitigation and correction.  U.S. companies must re-think their reliance on perception and illusion and deal with the reality of poor planning and ineffective management.
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