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Considerable differences exist between the working conditions of various sectors in Finland, with employees in the
local government sector reporting particularly unfavourable working conditions. According to results from the
Working Life Barometer 2005, employees in this sector find their work mentally and physically demanding, and
experiences of violence at work are common. Nevertheless, measures to improve the quality of working life and
productivity are being implemented in the majority of Finnish workplaces, and at least half of the employees have
participated in training paid for by their employer in the past 12 months.

Introduction

Since 1991, the Ministry of Labour has commissioned a series of annual surveys - barometers - aimed at measuring
changes in Finnish working life. Many of the survey questions and themes have remained the same, hence ensuring
good comparability over the 14-year period to 2005.

Interviews for the Working Life Barometer 2005 were carried out in September and October 2005, in conjunction
with the monthly Labour Force Survey. A total of 1,245 interviews were conducted, with a response rate of 87.5%.
The barometers are based on computer-assisted telephone interviews organised by Statistics Finland, and the target
population consists of employees aged 15 to 64 years, whose normal weekly working hours amount to at least 10
hours per week. The results can be generalised to cover the entire employed population.

Satisfaction with working life

According to the Working Life Barometer 2005, Finnish employees seem to be relatively satisfied with the current
state of their working life. In order to measure their views, the barometers used the grading scale of the Finnish
school system. Thus, employees’ views on their working life, measured by a number of different questions, are
graded on a scale of four (fail) to 10 (excellent). According to this measurement, the overall quality of work-life
has remained the same in 2005 as it was in the previous two years, i.e. at a measurement of 7.9 (the school
equivalent of ‘very satisfactory/good’).

Employment security

Despite the relatively high level of general satisfaction with working life among Finnish employees in 2005,
insecurity about the future is a widespread problem. This is reflected, for example, in employees’ views about their
employment situation. During the period 1994-2000, prospects for employment were considered to be good. In
fact, five times more employees expected that the employment situation would improve, compared with the number
of employees who feared that it would deteriorate. However, in 2001, the situation changed dramatically, with a
large number of employees expressing the fear that their employment situation would disimprove (34%), compared
with the number of employees expecting an improvement (18%). After 2001, expectations became more positive
again, and, in 2005, there were about as many employees expecting employment to improve in the future (25%) as
there were anticipating that it would deteriorate (22%).

Views about the economic situation of employees’ own workplaces were more optimistic than views about overall
employment in 2005. In the private sector, every third employee expected that the economic situation of his/her
workplace would improve. In the public sector, expectations were reversed: about one in every three employees
feared that the economic situation of his/her workplace would worsen in the coming year. These kinds of
expectations have grown increasingly common in the public sector in recent years.

Training and development

According to the Working Life Barometer 2005, different types of development measures are being implemented in
the majority of Finnish workplaces. More than half (52%) of employees observed that measures were being taken
to improve the quality of working life and productivity in their workplace. This trend seems to be increasing,
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despite a slight decrease in the early 2000s. About four out of five employees report measures being taken to
improve their competence and professional skills. A similar proportion observed initiatives to improve occupational
safety in the workplace, a trend which has been rising since 1997. More than six out of 10 employees report
activities aimed at maintaining working capacity, physical condition and health, compared with 50% of respondents
who reported such activities in 1997 (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Employees reporting development measures in workplace, 1997-2005 (%)

Source: Working Life Barometers 1997-2005

In 2005, the proportion of employees who participated in training, paid for by the employer in the past 12 months,
also increased, after having remained at a slightly lower level in recent years. In particular, a greater number of
women participated in training provided for by the employer in 2005, compared with previous years. In general,
women are more active (54% in 2005) in this respect than men (46%). Training levels also tend to be cumulative:
those with higher levels of education participate more frequently in training than others.

Conversely, the average length of training has shortened somewhat. While, employees in 2004 received, on
average, 6.7 days of training, in 2005, the respective number of days declined to 5.6 days. Although the length of
training has decreased among both women and men, on average, men still tend to receive more days of training (5.9
days) than women (5.4 days).

All sectors have experienced this reduction in length of training, although the duration is still considerably longer in
the central government sector (8.5 days) than in other sectors: in 2005, the average number of training days in
private services was 6.1 days, compared with 4.4 days in the industrial sector, and 5.1 days in the local government
sector.

Work demands

The psychological demands imposed by work seem to be particularly high in the local government sector, where
about 70% of employees report that their job is mentally demanding, to some extent at least. In the industrial sector,
the respective proportion is below 50%, while, in the central government sector, it stands at just over 50%. In
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private services, nearly 60% of employees regard their work as being mentally demanding (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Mental and physical demands of work, employees by sector, 2005 (%)

Source: Working Life Barometer 2005

At least four in 10 employees considered that the mental demands of their job had increased compared with the
previous year. Only a small number of employees held the opposite view. The proportion of employees who
considered that the mental demands of work were increasing was highest in the early 1990s, particularly in the
public sector. However, the growth in the perceived increase of mental demands among employees now seems to
be slowing down slightly (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Increase in mental and physical demands of work, % employees, 1992-2005
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Source: Working Life Barometers 1992-2005

Differences between the sectors in relation to the physical demands of work are also considerable. In the local
government sector, almost 50% of employees report that their work is physically demanding, whereas, in the
central government sector, only about 10% report this to be the case. Industry and private services fall somewhere
in between, with nearly 40% of employees reporting that they find their work physically demanding, to some extent
at least (Figure 2).

A fifth of employees believe that their work has become more physically demanding, compared with the previous
year. Nevertheless, this figure has fallen compared with results for the first half of the 1990s, when about a third of
employees perceived their work to be more physically demanding (Figure 3). The change has been most significant
in the local government sector: in 1994, almost 50% reported an increase in physical demands, whereas, in 2005,
less than 30% reported that this was the case.

Violence, bullying and discrimination

Clear differences exist between the sectors in relation to experiences of the threat of violence, bullying and
discrimination. The situation seems to be worst in the local government sector.

Particularly worrying is the extent to which physical violence, or the threat of physical violence, is present in
female-dominated workplaces. In 2005, almost one in five employees reported that someone in their workplace had
been subjected to physical violence or the threat of violence in the previous 12 months; moreover, in the majority
of these cases, the instances had occurred several times. Women have observed physical violence almost twice as
often as men. Reports of physical violence are most common in workplaces in the local government sector, where
every third employee has observed such occurrences (Figure 4).

Some 8% of employees have themselves been subjected to physical violence or the threat of violence at work,
compared with 6% of employees in 2004. Women have been subjected to violence (11%) more frequently than
men (6%).
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Figure 4: Employees subjected to physical violence, or threat of violence, in past 12 months, by sex and
sector, 2005 (%)

Source: Working Life Barometer 2005

The problem of bullying is also most widespread in the local government sector, where 36% of employees have
observed incidents of bullying in the workplace. Employees in the local government sector have also observed
workplace bullying more frequently (45%) than employees in other sectors, and this has increased somewhat
compared with 2004 (43%). Altogether, one-fifth of employees reported that they have been bullied in the past,
either in their current or previous workplace; and 4% reported that they were being subjected to bullying at the time
of the interview in 2005.

With regard to discrimination, the most commonly observed type of discrimination is that related to a temporary or
part-time employment relationship. Some 14% of employees have observed this kind of discrimination in their
workplace, and it is especially common in the local government sector (18%). However, compared with previous
years, discrimination based on type of employment relationship has decreased in the public sector, although it has
increased in industry (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Discrimination of fixed-term and part-time employees at workplace, % employees, by sector,
2001-2005
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Source: Working Life Barometers 2001-2005

One in 10 employees has also observed instances of discrimination based on old age. Discrimination towards
women was observed by 7% of employees, while a similar percentage reported discrimination based on young age.
Only 1% reported discrimination targeted at men.

Sectoral differences in working capacity

Some differences exist between the sectors in how employees assess their capacity to work in relation to the mental
and physical demands of work. Overall, almost 90% of employees consider their capacity to work as being good.
The proportion of those who consider their working capacity to be poor is higher in the local government sector
(17%) than in any of the other sectors analysed (12%).

Since 2000, mental capacity for work has improved slightly to a perceived level of 88% in three of the four sectoral
categories; the local government sector goes against this trend, with a gradual decline from 87% to 83%. In general,
age does not seem to significantly affect the way employees assess their mental working capacity.

Age does, however, play a major role in relation to physical working capacity. Older employees generally consider
their physical working capacity to be poorer than that of their younger colleagues. This partly explains why
employees in the local government sector do not seem to be coping as well as employees in other sectors. In 2005,
about one in five (19%) employees in the local government sector considered his/her physical capacity for work to
be poor. In fact, throughout the 2000s, the trend of physical capacity for work has been falling systematically in this
sector. This can partly be attributed to the relatively high average age of the workforce in the local government
sector.

In the private sector, some 13% to 14% of employees consider their working capacity to be poor, while in the
central government sector, this proportion is even lower at just 6%. Nevertheless, the private services sector has
shown a deterioration of three percentage points in self-assessed work capacity during the past couple of years.
This contrasts with the central government sector and with industry, where improvements of up to six percentage
points are recorded.
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Increase in sickness absence

According to the Working Life Barometer 2005, the number of sick days claimed by Finnish employees has
increased, maintaining a trend of some years. In 2004, the average number of sick days per employee stood at eight
days. In 2005, this figure increased to 9.3 sick days per employee. Nevertheless, most of the periods of absence due
to sickness were relatively short, with half of the absences lasting less than 2.2 days. Sick days are most common in
the local government sector. In 2004, the average number of days’ absence due to sickness was 10.4 days per
employee, and this increased to 13.3 days in 2005.

In general, sickness absence increases with age. While employees aged under 25 years claimed only an average of
4.8 sick days, in 2005, the respective figure for those aged 55 years and over was 12.5 sick days.

Conversely, four out of 10 employees did not claim any sick days in 2005. This proportion has decreased slightly
compared with 2004, due to changes in the public sector. However, in the private sector, the proportion of those
claiming no sick days has actually increased. Reporting no sick days at all is most common among the youngest
and the oldest age groups (Figure 6).

Figure 6: % of employees with no absences due to illness in past 12 months, by age, 2004 and 2005

Source: Working Life Barometers 2004 and 2005

Work-life balance

In the Working Life Barometer, respondents were asked to consider their work, family and leisure time as a whole.
In one question, they were asked how importantly they regarded their work in the context of their overall life at
present, and if they would be willing to give up work. The results indicate that the proportion of those already
retired or who are ready to give up work at any point has fallen slightly in 2005. Just 1% of employees were about
to retire at the time of the interview in 2005, while 9% would be prepared to give up work at any time. On the other
hand, the proportion of those willing to reduce their workload increased from 53% in 2004 to 58% in 2005. More
than a quarter (28%) of employees stated that they would not give up work at any price; this proportion has
remained unchanged from 2004 (Figure 7).
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Commentary

The Working Life Barometers focus on measuring trends in, rather than levels of, particular aspects of working
conditions. Due to the subjective nature of the data, it is impossible to interpret exact levels. Sometimes, views on
the level and types of change can be contradictory. For example, the proportion of employees describing their work
as being mentally demanding was virtually the same in 2005 (57%) as it was in 2003 (58%). Nevertheless, in the
2004 and 2005 barometers, over 40% of employees reported that their work had grown more demanding compared
with the previous year. This raises the question of whether there has been some degree of polarisation, or if it is
merely an easy and socially acceptable habit to keep complaining about how the demands of work are ever
increasing.

In any case, the Working Life Barometers do provide valuable information about the changes that are taking place
in the workplace, providing an insight into the employee perspective and monitoring changes on a yearly basis.

The barometers certainly provide evidence that working conditions in the local government sector are deteriorating.
Work in this sector, especially in care services, is often physically and mentally demanding, and the mental burden
on the employees in this sector is also increased by the threat of violence, a high degree of bullying, insufficient
resources and a high proportion of fixed-term employment (23%, compared with 10% in the private sector,
according to the Labour Force Survey). Moreover, the constant need to provide guidance to temporary newcomers
increases the mental demands on those in permanent employment, while the insecurity over the future experienced
by fixed-term employees tends to affect the whole workplace. Such problems are no doubt reflected in the
increasing number of days of absence due to sickness.

Another interesting point to note is that discrimination based on temporary employment relationships has decreased
in the public sector but increased in the industrial sector in recent years. In 2003, the state and local government
employer’s offices issued instructions that the use of fixed-term employment contracts should be re-evaluated at
workplaces and that as many fixed-term employment relationships as possible should be converted to permanent
contracts. As a result, the proportion of fixed-term employees decreased in the public sector from 2003 to 2004.
Even though these proportions have now almost reverted back to previous levels, some degree of progress
concerning fixed-term employment may have occurred in workplaces in the public sector.
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On the other hand, in a relatively short space of time, temporary agency work has become an increasingly common
solution used in the private sector in Finland, according to recent research. The escalating use of temporary agency
work creates new problems in workplaces, particularly in relation to the existence of two parallel employers, the
high turnover of employees, and lack of commitment (Viitala and Mäkipelkola, Lehto et al).

Author: Hanna Sutela
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