to discover how they

could create more ef-

fective workspac-

es through distance
work and office hotels. “The
project dealt with find-
ing ways to put colleagues
from different locations to-
gether, and yet for them to
still be close to home or the
client. We realized through
this process, how important
the actual room or physical
space becomes”, Anni Eh-
lers explains.

When the people at IRS
started to talk about dis-
tance work, it became ob-
vious that there were many
assumptions and precon-
ceptions about distance
work that had to be cleared
up, such as, “If you can't
see people, then you do not
know if they are working.”
During a visit to “LynFab-
rikken,” an entrepreneurial
community and office space
in Aarhus, Denmark, An-
ni Ehlers and Hanne Chris-
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tensen were surprised by
the atmosphere and spir-

it in the coffee shop around
which the entire office en-
vironment was built. "We
thought to ourselves, what
would happen with our cul-
ture, if we introduced the
same thing?” remembers
Anni Ehlers. They succeed-
ed in convincing the exec-
utive staff that this was a
good idea, and set off to
create a similar coffee shop
in IRS in Copenhagen.

The coffee shop at IRS
is connected to a bigger
plan of saving square me-
ters and utilizing the build-
ing in a different way. “We
would like to make a house
that supports project work
and knowledge sharing, as
well as use the opportuni-
ty to increase the number
of people per square me-
ter. We believe that through
new office spacing, we can
change the culture of our
work. The experience so far

with the coffee shop has
proved this thought to be
true”, says Hanne Chris-
tensen.

The conversation office
The co-workers’ first in-
troduction to the coffee
shop was a big experience
for many. The space had
changed from being a very
dull smoking canteen to a
modern, relaxed café en-
vironment. “We are see-
ing co-workers coming here
with their family, friends,
and external business part-
ners to show off the room
with pride.” Hanne Chris-
tensen continues, “We had
many thoughts about how
the space could be used,
and how we could give it an
identity and purpose for the
co-workers. But we've hard-
ly said anything. They found
that out all by themselves.”
Anni Ehlers adds, "We are
experiencing great knowl-
edge sharing, while people

sit here. One of us will just
go down there with a col-
league for a cup of coffee,
and before we know it, sev-
eral people join our group
for a discussion on a par-
ticular professional issue.
There are so many things
going on in the room.”

The design of the coffee
shop includes modern furni-
ture in different heights so
that one can choose to ei-
ther lounge or stand in the
room. Opening hours for all
are between 9.30 am and
2.30 pm. At other hours the
space can be booked as
a meeting room. This op-
tion is already being heav-
ily used, with one particu-
lar case being the weekly
meeting between office
managers. “During the
meeting they all stand up,
and this enables things to
progress more quickly as
well as adding some infor-
mality to the meeting. In
other words, a significant



group in the house have al-
ready changed their meet-
ing culture, because of the
room’s design,” says Anni
Ehlers. Hanne Christensen
agrees: “The room is a real-
ly good business case, be-
cause so many meetings
are held here, saving so
much space elsewhere in
the building.”

I have my office all over
the country

Anni and Hanne hope that
the coffee shop will spread
to other strategic places in
the organization, and pro-
vide some natural cent-
ers for many people. “Be-
cause we need to save
square meters, we need to
think differently,” says Han-
ne Christensen.

“"We jokingly call it an of-
fice revolution. By thinking
differently about the office,
we aim to cultivate another
work culture, such as indi-
vidual work-life adjustments
and a better balance be-
tween work and family life
without feelings of guilt,”
Anni Ehlers comments. The

IRS will receive a new struc-
ture on January 1st 2009,
with virtual organization

as a major part of the deal.
With the new organization-
al structure, the hope is to
create better work possibil-
ities anywhere and at any
time. Ultimately, the virtual
side means that even if you
structurally belong to a unit
that works in Copenhagen,
that during the summer you
could spend 4 weeks work-
ing at the IRS department
on Bornholm (small Dan-
ish island south of Sweden),
because the workspaces
are created for many users.
Or if you have an ill mother
in a local county, it is possi-
ble to move there for a pe-
riod of time to take care of
her, and work there at the
same time.

The art of balancing
individual and
organizational

The co-workers themselves
acknowledge the existence
of a greater level of flexibili-
ty, and a better balance be-
tween work life and private

Because we
need to save
square meters, we
need to think
differently

life. "It has become possi-
ble to work when and where
one sees fit. We are now
working on getting the col-
lective acceptance of flexi-
bility up to speed”, Anni Eh-
lers adds.

"What we are doing now,
is lifting the virtual to the
organizational level. Instead
of dividing the country in-
to geographical units, we
are organizing ourselves in
more specialized units; for
example, one region taking
care of all motor taxation
in the country. This means
that those colleagues, who
have been working with mo-
tor taxation either have
to move to this particu-
lar region, or else they can
choose to continue working
in different locations across
the country.”

The hope is that there
will be an overlap between
the virtual and physical
space. In the future, one can
have online communities,
followed by social meet-
ings in the coffee shop with
other colleagues, who do
not necessarily have an im-

mediate, professional link
to one another, and there-
by spreading and connect-
ing the work communities.
The virtual organization will
itself contribute to this cul-
tural change.

While we talk around
one of the high tables,
lunch hour is getting clos-
er. The number of coffee-
thirsty tax workers is in-
creasing significantly in
the coffee shop. The same
goes for the level of sound
and atmosphere. There is
just time for a last ques-
tion on how far IRS intends
to go with its office revolu-
tion in the next two years.
"By that time we will have
six coffee shops in strate-
gic IRS departments across
the country, and the virtual
office units will be fully im-
plemented. It is going to be
more fun to be a tax em-
ployee. In IRS we are making
the office smaller and the
world bigger,” Anni and Han-
ne agree, before they hur-
ry off to continue their work
on available PC's in the cof-
fee shop.
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work/life balance - a danish view

When

WOTK

takes control

by Pernille Rasmussen

ou proba-
bly are famil-
iar with this,
either from
your experi-
ence or from
your partner
— the deal with just check-
ing the mail, right before you
go to bed. Or perhaps it's
calling your colleague in the
evening, or feeling like you
have to read up on some
professionally related liter-
ature on the weekend. Then
there is constantly talk-
ing about the job. Or some-
how, again, postponing din-
ner, because work drags
on...but that's only this peri-
od, this pressure is “tempo-
rary,” it will all be over soon.
Or will it?
If work takes over, you
feel inclined to constant-
ly work. It's just not possi-
ble not to, and you feel a
sense of guilt if you relax for
a little bit. But why should
it be illegal to feel commit-
ted to your work and pri-
oritize it a little? Of course
there is nothing wrong with
this. It is a privilege to have
work that you feel is excit-
ing and fun. The problem oc-
curs when your life gets out
of balance, and work begins
to fill every corner of it —
when family, friends, hobbies
and exercise are neglected
or dropped. This is when life
starts to become one-sided,

Work can be fun, interesting and challenging. And we Danes really love to work.
For some, work becomes so important that everything else is moved to the
background, and then the balance is tipped. It happens to both men and women,

for the mechanic, teacher, consultant, doctor, and...

B-society.org



WHEN WORK TAKES

Pernille

CONTROL

and maybe even lonely. You
risk higher levels of stress.
Because having a healthy
life includes components
such as sufficient sleep and
getting your exercise, one
loses essential factors for
robustness and resistance
towards stress when these
items slip to a lower priori-
ty level.

What can you do to
avoid “work taking
over"?

Part of the problem is that
it can be hard to realize
that it is happening at all,
simply because the imbal-
ance may develop gradu-
ally. So, it is important that
we pay some notice to
what others are saying to
us in this respect. Some of
the signs that one is work-
ing too much may come
from our surroundings, such
as when family and friends
begin to complain.

What you can do:

© Put a mark in your cal-
endar — and decide to

take a break that day.
No matter what!

© Get a hobby. It forc-
es you to physically and
mentally get away from
work. Perhaps you meet
new people other than
your colleagues, and
grow a new network. Try
to think back on what
you previously loved to
do, perhaps a sport or
hobby, and try to revive
it.

O Beinvolved in the chores
at home. If you have a
family, it is important
that you take part in the
daily chores — this helps
you avoid working too
much.

O Make appointments with
your friends or partner
in the weekend. If you
have dates or something
to look forward to, you
lessen the risk of falling
back to work.

O Itis important to priori-
tize your time at your job

Rasmussen

and take breaks. There
is unlimited work most
places, which is why it is
important to prioritize
tasks every day. Distin-
guish between what is
nice and what is need.

O Speak to your col-
leagues about the work
culture. Do you work in
a culture where peo-
ple give you funny looks
when you leave early?
And where people send
emails to each other
in the weekend and al-
most compete about
who is working the
most? If so, it is proba-
bly time to have a de-
bate about what kind
of values are prevalent
at the work place, and
whether or not this cul-
ture of work really re-
sults in benefit to the
individuals' balance
of life, and thus to the
company.

Have a great (and bal-
anced) work!

Join
the
B-Society

for
Balance

Read more:
B-Society.org
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company profile

—[OLS
Don’t Just Fall
from the Sky

by Maj Rerbaek Damgaard
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Abbott Denmark

is the Danish divi-
sion of the Ameri-
can pharmaceutical
company Ab-

bott. The company
works with a wide
range of health
and disease prod-
ucts and servic-

es; some may recall
that they were the
first company to
launch the HIV test.
However, what the
employees are
most happy about
these days is the
achievement of
the award “Family-
friendly Company

- Best at Work Life
Balance 2008.

not just a re-
sult of coinci-
dental good
fortune for
the company;
it involves a
long-term internal effort for
change, which began with a
workshop day in 2006. That
year, in connection with the




inauguration of the com-
pany’s new building, they
spent an entire employee-
related day, taking part in
different workshops in the
still-naked office rooms, and
thus making the move not
only physical, but also men-
tal. The question was, which
work habits (and relation-
ships) would they take with
them in their moving boxes,
and which would they leave
behind?

One workshop in partic-
ular, which dealt with the
balancing of work life and
private life, resonated es-
pecially well with the em-
ployees. And so the compa-
ny chose to take this much
further. During the follow-
ing two years, all employ-
ees, from the receptionist
to the management exec-
utive, went on a five-week
Life Navigation course*.
Right up to the present day,
they still take part in follow-
up courses and improve-
ment sessions in order not
to fall back on previous ha-
bitual patterns.

Before all this happened,
the employees had expe-
rienced constant inter-
ruptions that significantly
disrupted overall work per-
formance, as the nature of
their work demands quiet
immersion and time. Many
were also experiencing long,
unproductive hours in rush
hour traffic, and were aware
how this affected their work
hours. They even feared
sharp remarks from oth-
er staffers, if they turned
up late for work or chose to
leave early once in a while.

The Life Navigation
course opened up a new
way of thinking about work
and work hours, and taught
the employees how to suc-
cessfully plan a more flexi-

ble life. It really comes down
to the simple message of
using the work hours in a
completely different way,
and thus making them the
most effective. As the Di-
rector Alexander Wrfel
says, “For me, these were
very new thoughts. And yet
| understood it, as soon as

| heard it. | could just take
one look at myself. | pre-
fer to work in the evening,
so it made perfect sense for
me that | needed to change
my general view. People
should work at the time of
day when they are the most
productive. It is really all
about a human diversity in
work cycles and respecting
that we are different.”

Today, there are no long-
er any guilt feelings or fun-
ny looks from colleagues at
the work place; everyone
knows that those who are
arriving late are responsi-
ble people, who are working
hours that suit him/her best,
and which easily can bein
the evening when the chil-
dren have been put to bed.
Distance work and home of-
fice days are now also fully
accepted.

The acceptance of dif-
ferent rhythms and the re-
spect for a colleague’s re-
quest for immersion in a
task is of course easier said
than done. It demands a
change in collective aware-
ness, changes in habits,
and not the least, the help-
ful tools with which to do it.
Common sense isn't always
common practice, unfortu-
nately.

Among other things, this
meant for Abbott the de-
velopment of a new email
culture, now written on the
mouse mats. Or the impor-
tance of writing letters to
oneself, and preparing and

following one's most impor-
tant goals. And the intro-
duction of a frog: as soon
as an employee receives the
Life Navigation certification,
he or she immediately re-
ceives a frog too (the teddy
bear kind in vibrant colors),
with the right to use it. The
employee can place it on
the computer, on the desk,
or even on the door handle;
no matter where, the signal
is the same: "do not disturb,
because | am trying to swal-
low a frog,” meaning in Life
Navigation terms that they
are working on one of those
tasks that has a tendency
to grow, and ultimately be-
come almost "“inedible,” if
you let it lie too long on the
desk. Thus, a green frog sig-
nals a green card for total
work peace.

That the employees feel
a greater mutual trust to-

* The consultant behind

day, a growing respect for
differences, and the remark-
able benefits of “frog time”
for immersion and innova-
tion when tasks need to

be solved, has paid off fi-
nancially too: the number
of spontaneous applica-
tions has grown 300% in
the period 2007-2008, and
the work-life balance sat-
isfaction has grown from
39% to 90% between 2006-
2008. More importantly, the
staff turnover has dimin-
ished from 34% to a cur-
rent level of 17%. In oth-

er words, employees are no
longer running from the fat
frogs, which are falling from
the sky and building large
piles on their desks. The fat
frogs no longer exist, now
that everyone has been
equipped with concrete
tools to keep the work flow-
and-demand in check.

Abbott’s Life Navigation

course is Camilla Kring, Ph.d. in the balance between
family- and work-life. She has written the Danish ti-
tled book Livsnavigatgren, with the expanded and
revised English version, The Super Navigator, soon to

be released.
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