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BUSINESS, BUSYNESS &
BURNOUT

FINDING THAT DELICATE. BALANCE.
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The Big Picture

In today’s rigid labor market space,
employees are at risk of becoming
victims of work overload and stress. The
situation of demand-driven labor market
dynamics leave workers at the mercy of
a capitalist system whose prime interest

may
be to

maximize productivity per capita so as to
return a fair amount on shareholder’s
capital. This overarching competitive
tension arguably is what drives
performance at the firm and industry
level, ensuring growth in order to protect
jobs and families in an economy.
Notwithstanding its positives, strong
performance-oriented corporate cultures
are very susceptible to burn-out leading
to declining per capita productivity of
employees in the long-run. This is
particularly the case in competitive
sectors such as banking, mining, brewery
and telecommunications.  Currently,
there are 26 banks in within the universal
banking space.

There is a historical context for the
evolving competitive tension with the
banking industry, which arguably, may be
partly responsible for the comparably
high stress levels in that industry. About
a decade ago commercial and universal
banks wielded strong a bargaining

position against suppliers and customers
enabling them to enjoy high gross
margins through wide spreads and lower
service cost. Their profitability position
was also consolidated by high entry
barriers and low substitute availability. All
that has changed now. Customer
sophistication has increased thereby
driving up customer acquisition and
retention cost. The proliferation of non-
bank financial institutions and money
transfer services by the
telecommunication = companies, has
further inebriated the hitherto competitive
edge enjoyed by the traditional market
leaders. The sum total of all these
evolving dynamics, is the pressure to
maintain market shares and/or improve
margins. The implication for employees
and staff of companies within the banking
industry and other sectors with similar
competitive dynamics, is pressure on
time and task. More output is demanded
from employees for the same inputs
provided. In an environment where there
is alignment between task, performance
management and incentives, the
opportunity to optimize outcomes is high.
On the other hand, weak alignment
between these variables aggravates the
risk of stress. Stress may also be as a
result of poor systems such as ineffective
leave scheduling, lack of coping
strategies and efficient job design.

Stress Sources and Coping
Strategies

Our lives have become defined by
busyness. Just a quick scan around

Accra Mall, lorry stations and out on the
street, it becomes clear how people are
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glued to their mobile handset or tablet.
The craze of social media networks on
mobile has more than transformed how
we communicate. It has changed our
culture for better or worse.

Our frenetic activities in cyberspace aids
our delusion into thinking ourselves as
productive. The reality is that social
media is very a reactive environment but
hardly original. It is reported to have
untoward impact on mental health and
creativity, if not used wisely and
moderately.

Introspection and reflection have lost its
place as psychosocial tools for
maintaining sanity and maximizing
human creativity. The workplace impact
is even far more insidious, as employees
spend valuable time pursuing frothy
interest through social media “gossip”
than on actual value-added activities.
Missing the balance between action and
reflection we may result in psychological
burnout. The most effective executives
are those who can both act and reflect,
which means unplugging themselves
from the compulsion to keep busy.

There are also those on the other end of
the spectrum who prize hard work over
smart work, albeit the former may not
necessarily lead to high outputs per
capita. In fact a workaholic environment
may contribute to serious personal and
mental health problems including low
morale, depression, workplace
harassment, relationship breakdown and
rampant absenteeism.

Performance measurement mechanisms
that are orientated towards rewarding
“‘hard work” unwittingly aggravates the
stress situation at the workplace.

First thing | usually do when I get to the
office, after turning on my PC is to check
my email. | have found this to be a normal
behavioral pattern for most workers. In a
large company dispersed over wide a
geographical area, the role of intranet
outlook is central to
management

communication. The
center holds the

periphery together and
drives it in a
coordinated effort
towards goal
achievement. The

dependence on email | -
for circulars, announcements and other
forms of communications may be justified
to some extent. This notwithstanding,
there two sources of email-related risk
that an individual must watch against in
order to avoid piling up unnecessary
stress:

1. Certain  primary value-chain
functions or departments have a
penchant for interpreting every
email from the “top” as policy
and/or directive. This has the
likelihood of creating false
urgency, with implication for
stress, as line managers and
employees rush to meet timelines.

2. Inability to prioritize and schedule
endless email request for a certain



task to be performed within a
certain time period may also
aggravate individual stress. Every
email sender expects their
request to be prioritized. As the
respondent, it is important to
applying the 80/20 Pareto rule, to
guide you in delegating, deferring
and acting at once, depending on
the perceived importance of the
subject matter.

Coaching is task-focused instruction
approach for building capacity at any
level. In organizations where the practice
is effective and measured for
performance appraisal purposes, the
chances of creating a productive
environment of diversity and broad skill
inventory, is very high. The resulting
impact is the ease of managing annual
leave schedule for direct reports. It is not
uncommon to find that staff of certain
organizations may have worked for a
continuous period of 2 years without
going on mandatory leave. In some
instances, this could be 5 years or more.
The usual refrain is “this project” or “that
project” being proffered as reasons for
what may be a clear breach of the Labour
Act 2003, Act 651. It is not for nothing that
the Ghanaian legislators set out Section
31 in Act 651 to emphasize the
importance of annual leave entitlement
by employees.

Section 31, appropriately titled
“‘Agreement to Forgo Leave to be Void.”
It states, “Any agreement to relinquish
the entitlement to annual leave or to
forgo such leave is void.” This

notwithstanding, = many institutions,
particularly Banks, have policies that
render unused leave (wholly or partially)
for a prior year, void after 15t quarter of
the following year, even though such
accumulation may not necessarily be the
employee’s fault.

| would argue, that where enough talent
replacements are available to perform a
certain job schedule, managing annual
leave should be less disruptive. Ensuring
a pool of competent of replacements may
require effective coaching and other
training programs.

Coping

The absence of known models for
measuring stress directly and its
consequent financial impact is part of the
reason stress is not treated seriously as
an operational risk issue.

In terms of coping, slacking off and
setting aside regular periods of ‘doing
nothing’ may be a productive way to
induce states of mind that liven one’s
imagination and improve mental health.

The benefits of tuning out and focusing
on the present is gaining popularity in the
corporate world with many executives
now turning to Mindfulness-based Stress
Reduction (MBSR), a form of meditation,
to assist in decision making and problem
solving.

Ideally time should be taken during the
day to do “nothing”. It is important to use
lunch breaks, not just for eating only, but
for perspective-taking and emotional
readjustment. This is particularly
important for customer-facing functions.
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Due to the delicate nature of human
interactions, people are bound to rub-off
on you negatively. Breaks away from
stressful interactions would enable the
mind recollect the experience, learn
lessons and recalibrate future
responses. A 5-minute walk around, to
munch on groundnuts or snack on “Banfo
Bisi” can be more productive than
working through a lunch-break. There are
two reasons why “doing nothing” is
increasingly gaining mainstream
attention for its strategic value and
business impact:

1. It can trigger our imagination and
creativity. In a sense, that period
of deliberate inactivity can provide
the critical resource to examine
problems from different
perspectives. In order words, the
cognitive is active when the
affective is calm.

2. “Doing nothing” is a valuable
opportunity for stimulating the
sub-conscious mind, the region
where human creativity and
progress emanates. The sub-
conscious mind excels at
integrating and associating
information, by subconsciously
carrying out associative searches
across our broad database of
knowledge. It explains the reason
most breakthrough ideas come
when a person is doing unrelated
activities. Great musicians are
reported to have had “inspiration”
for a hit song, while in a shower,
for instance. Some call it
inspiration, others, epiphany. Yet
it is almost unanimous in the area
of  neuroscience, that the

subconscious mind is responsible
for such burst of creativity and
insight.

Unfortunately, doing “nothing” has never
really been acceptable. Corporate
culture by nature is activity-oriented and
therefore associates any perceived
inactivity as an act of irresponsibility or
lack of conscientiousness. Indeed, most
of us feel quilty if we don't have
something to do. On the other hand we
get exhilarated when we feel really busy.
Behaviors like constantly checking email,
flipping through files and shuttling down
the corridor or banking hall acting all
busy, seem to stimulate the brain in ways
that provides adrenaline rush, making it
even harder to critically examine whether
our self-imposed stressful behaviors are
matched by increasing productivity.

Many psychologists have argued that,
when people (workers) fail to make
allowance for periods of uninterrupted
minimal activity, basked in reflection of
self and circumstance, there is a risk of
diminished insight, low creativity and
zero to no personal growth. The
collective impact on organizational
performance cannot be overemphasized.

Changing the Culture

If Ghanaian companies are serious about
being globally competitive, it is important
to ride the crest of this wave that
encourages balance, energy and
creative release. Interestingly, giant
brands, some of whom are drivers of
social media innovation, have instituted
workplace mechanisms to promote



thought incubation as a way of
moderating stress and stimulating
creativity. Google, Twitter and Facebook
are prime examples.

A cultural revolution among Ghanaian
companies therefore must take the
following into consideration:

1. Job design that focuses on high-
value adding activities.

2. Workplace mechanisms that

encourage more informal
interactions outside of formal work
activities.

. Making coaching a ratable

performance measure for all
managers to ensure skill diversity
and responsive  succession
arrangement at both operating
and strategic levels.
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