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Background

In 2005, a significant number of employees at Vancouver Public Library were affected by a series of mergers and changes in organization which resulted in the elimination of several key positions, the creation of new positions, the implementation of several new initiatives and substantial changes in workflows and procedures. Although the members of CUPE 391 generally supported these new directions and a certain degree of stress was anticipated, by the spring of 2006, it was evident that disparities in workload were not being adequately addressed by management and many CUPE 391 members were experiencing abnormally high levels of workload stress.

Early in 2006, the Executive of Local 391 began looking at ways to effectively respond to an increasing number of reports from its members of unmanageable workloads and the resultant stress. Furthermore, the morale survey (conducted by Local 391 in 2005), confirmed that overwork was a primary concern of staff and a major contributor to low morale. The 2005 morale survey reported that the top stressor contributing to low morale was “too much to do, too little time”.

Investigation into the issues around workload revealed that in general, the significant hazards of overwork include stress, burnout, fatigue, increased absenteeism and illness, musculoskeletal injuries, gastrointestinal problems; depression and anxiety and family conflict. Common causes of workload stress are cited as: conflicting demands from employers; insufficient training, guidance and support from employers; too many additional responsibilities; downloading of management responsibilities onto workers; no replacement of workers who are absent due to illness or vacation; budgetary cutbacks; and “warm and fuzzy” joint health and safety committee meetings (CUPE, 2002).

In March 2006, the CUPE 391 Executive decided that assessing the level of workload stress at VPL and how workload stress affects CUPE members’ health and safety would be an important first step in preventing workload health and safety problems.

With the assistance of the Health and Safety Branch of CUPE, a workload survey was designed and distributed both electronically and in hardcopy to all members of CUPE 391. The survey included more than 30 questions addressing workplace organization, health effects, library policy issues and general demographic information. Respondents were asked to report on their experiences with workload while working at VPL over the previous two years - 2004 & 2005.

The results of that survey are reported here in the hopes that the Library Management Team and the Vancouver Public Library Board will recognize the severity of workload stress among its workforce and take some strategic actions to minimize the negative effects of this seldom-acknowledged workplace hazard.

This report includes a summary of the workload survey, a sampling of members’ comments and suggestions of some strategies that might prove useful in addressing the workload stress that CUPE 391 members are currently experiencing.

Summary of Survey Results

· A total number of 213 members returned completed questionnaires. 103 respondents worked at Central, 76 worked at Branches, 34 worked at both Central and Branches or did not report a specific worksite. 

· 155 respondents were fulltime employees, and 58 were part-time or auxiliary staff.

· 80% of respondents working at Central and 75% of respondents working in the Branches responded that their workloads had increased and 83% of respondents  working at Central and 74% of respondents working in the Branches reported that staffing levels had either remained the same or decreased.

· 86% of all respondents reported feeling workload stress “frequently/regularly” or “sometimes”, 42% of all staff reported feeling workload stress “frequently/regularly”

· 61% of all respondents cited “overwork/accelerated work pace” as the major cause of workload stress. Other significant stressors were: lack of recognition, new job duties and higher expectations, lack of control, inadequate pay, lack of satisfaction derived from the inability to do one’s job reasonably well, lack of training, scheduling, job insecurity and lack of freedom of speech

· when asked if their work duties had changed in the last 2 years, 91% of respondents working at Central and 75% of respondents working in the Branches reported that their duties had changed

· when asked how their work duties had changed, four categories scored the highest:

· increasing demands/expectations from employer/public/other departments

· more duties added

· accelerated pace of work

· new duties added

· 58% of all respondents reported that changes in the workplace (mergers, cutbacks and downsizing) had increased their workload. Part-time and auxiliary staff at Central were affected the most with 74% of part-time and auxiliary staff reporting that changes in the workplace had increased their workload.

· 59% of all respondents reported that they felt that the quality of their work had decreased and 60% reported that their job satisfaction had declined 

· 46% of all respondents felt that control over their job had decreased (63% of part-time employees at Central reported loss of control over their jobs)

· 50% of all respondents reported that only “sometimes” or “rarely” are they provided with sufficient training to do their job

· 39% of all respondents reported that they are “not” or only “sometimes” provided with sufficient tools and equipment to do their job

· 34% of all respondents reported that they “always”, “frequently/regularly” or “sometimes” stayed late or took work home

· 68% of all respondents reported feeling fatigue from overwork, 51% reported experiencing neck and back pain and increased tension, 43% reported experiencing trouble sleeping and joint/muscle pain, 40% reported headaches and depression and anxiety

· 41% of all respondents reported having taken sick days due to workload stress: of those, 19% took 1-3 days and 10% took 4-6 days and 12% took more than 6 days

· 32% of all respondents reported having taken vacation or leave time to cope with workload stress

· 39% of all respondents reported that they had at times found it difficult to take vacation/holidays/time off because of workload levels

· 56 % of respondents working at Central and 25% of respondents working in Branches reported that replacement time for employees off due to due vacation and illness was provided only “sometimes” or “rarely”

· 72% of all respondents reported that they had raised their workload concerns with co-workers, 50% of all respondents reported their workload concerns to their supervisors, but only 2% reported that they had raised their workload concerns with the Joint Occupational Health and Safety Committee. 

Comments from the workload survey

The following comments are provided to illustrate the variety and extent of workload concerns and how CUPE members feel about their worksites. They are reported exactly as written in the surveys. 117 members  (55%) added comments to their survey questionnaires.

Comments from staff working at Central –

We are working for an organization that “doesn’t do the math” – no one does the project management and calculates time needed to complete tasks, impact on current services etc. New initiatives are just sent out with orders to “find a way”. My unit is overwhelmed.

My workload stress comes from not knowing what I’m doing or how I’m supposed to do it. Did anyone really comprehend the extent of the learning curve and adjustment period for the IAs? It’s going to take years to feel comfortable doing reference work.

We need to relook at staffing levels due to the SSP merger. While I have been given more high level work, we have never gotten staff to do the lower level work that has supposedly been taken away from us.

With the extra number of meetings, training sessions, extra hours of desk time and being “volunteered” for committees, I am often hard-pressed to get deadlines met. Of particular concern is the unbalanced Saturday scheduling. Some of us work Saturdays, others do not, and I have spoken to no one who is satisfied with the desk schedule when working Saturdays. 

Many busy Saturdays there are not enough staff to properly cover lunch hours – long patron line-ups equate to poor customer service.

Work stress due to workload does not apply to me as of yet. Re-assignments of job duties are still in the works – so still waiting for more things to be involved in.

New initiatives without additional staff!

Please give us EQUAL staffing levels!

There seems to be an infatuation with anything new and “sexy” (as our City Librarian puts it) without accompanying critical thinking around long-term values and impact on the public – the people that we ultimately are responsible to.

I find the amount of work requested from me energising rather than a problem. However, it is definitely more than would ever be written into a job description.

Our reluctance to give up some of our old tasks and our old ways of doing things is one of the reasons our workloads have become unwieldy.  We need to really look at more efficient ways of building our collections and of providing reference service and programs. It would be great if LMT would give really clear direction on things we could stop doing…. We can bellyache and whine about our workload but unless we ALL take responsibility and we ALL work together we’re going to continue to be unhappy and our workloads will continue to squash us.

New tasks and responsibilities are only added, never taken away.

Our managers are continually implementing new initiatives without working out the details. The task of redefining procedures is left to staff that do not have the authority to affect necessary changes. Many worksites are experiencing a vast amount of confusion over areas of responsibility, work flows, policies and procedures. This has significantly increased workload stress.

8 staff members also commented on the crisis in equipment of the Circulation workroom at Central.

6 staff members commented on the lack of replacement time having a negative impact on workload.

Comments from staff working in the Branches –

An increase in usage [of the library] should result in more employees to serve the public better and not transfer hours to more management. More help is needed at the bottom.

On Saturdays in Branches, if the Senior is not there, the LA2 is expected to do some things which could be construed as extra responsibility with no compensation. I am not recompensed for extra knowledge on Saturdays.

My location has seen HUGE increases in holds and Saturdays are getting busier and busier. More part-time hours are needed.

The holds limit being raised to 50 has practically crushed us.

We are all very uncertain about things and that is a great source of work stress.

Lack of admin support/understanding of how change affects front-line workers…. inadequate staffing levels.

My current level of job satisfaction is directly related to my supervisor’s approach to the work I do. I am never expected to take on too much and while I often feel that I am juggling my duties to meet deadlines, I don’t feel overworked. What does suffer is the number of worthy projects I’d like to do but simply don’t have time.

One needs to take time off work to relieve stress … but when you come back,  the stress is even worse because you then need to play catch-up on all the work that’s been piling up. The replacement time is halftime at most but they can’t do what you do, they haven’t been trained.

Public computer workstations “eat up” the time of the info desk staff. Larger branches need an on-site Internet/computer trouble-shooter scheduled for peak times.

VPL has a history of sending employees to “act” in a higher capacity as the means of training employees for further advancement. This “trial by fire” approach leads to extreme workplace stress due to the intense increase in workload one experiences while simultaneously learning and performing a new position.

I am glad that my Union local is doing this work and wellness committee but I sincerely feel that this is something LMT should be doing and we’re making it easier for them not to do anything.

Personally, I like being busy and find that the job lacks a sense of challenge when it’s not busy.

VPL is a great place to work overall. I’m a bit concerned at the pace of change of staff and policies. Most of the time the changes are not properly announced and no training/info sessions seem to be offered. If staff is not fully aware of floating collection, YA cards, opening hours etc and when questioned by the public are unable to answer, VPL looks bad and staff are embarrassed.

Inability (or unwillingness) of HR to provide replacement staff greatly increased workload and stress for me - one is afraid to call in sick because the worksite will be short-staffed.

I have consistently found that extra workload is directly related to programming. There is often not enough time to prepare for programming at work so this is done at home.

VPL is understaffed, not just quantitatively but qualitatively as well… Administration does not or will not listen to us or believe concerns in regard to the stress employees are under. Workplace stress is not only a way of life for the staff but I’m convinced is a strategy used by management to keep workers submissive and compliant.

Strategies and recommendations

The following are several strategies that CUPE391 would suggest be investigated to address some of the issues and trends that this survey has identified as workload issues.

· Improvements to the allocation of replacement time for absence due to illness and vacation.

· Ensure that proper training is provided following changes to work processes and tools.

· Ensure that clear job descriptions are created and maintained.

· Stop the trend of downloading management responsibilities.

· No management positions should be added at the expense of hands-on staffing ratios.

· Treat part-time and casual workers with fair and equal treatment and move more casual jobs to full-time or part-time with benefits.

· Direct the occupational health and safety committee to investigate workload concerns of members and make recommendations.

Conclusion

The vast majority of CUPE 391 members have a strong commitment to customer service and the value of a vibrant, relevant public library to our community. Unfortunately, workload stress can have a negative impact on the quality of customer service provided to our public. Although this survey serves as an indicator of the extent of workload stress prevalent at VPL, its scope does not identify the details of which worksites and individuals are affected. We ask that the Library Management Team and the Vancouver Public Library Board take action on the workload issues that have been identified by this study and perform the necessary analysis to relieve the most negative impacts of workload stress among VPL staff and thus ensure the continued excellence in customer service that CUPE members enjoy providing to our community.

Further Reading

CUPE Health and Safety Branch.  2002. Enough Overwork: taking action on workload. 

(the CUPE 391 Executive would be pleased to provide copies of this report to any members of the Board or LMT)
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