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A A friend of mine who recruits for an investment bank grumbled to me recently about Millennials during job interviews. He says 

they ask questions like: “Can I leave early on Friday afternoons to go to yoga?” During the economic crisis, any employer who got 

asked about yoga could simply bin the jobseeker’s CV. There was always a more desperate candidate. 

B But that’s changing now. The global economy's growing at its fastest rate since 2011 and qualified jobseekers are scarce, which 

means that workers can now press their demands. Germany’s biggest trade union, IG Metall, has just struck a deal allowing its 

members to work twenty-eight-hour weeks for up to two years, typically when they have small children. Most of its members are 

men, which makes it clear that childcare isn’t just a German women’s issue any more. 

A But workers in Germany have often had it better than elsewhere, in fact, it sounds like a workers’ paradise. 

B If national economies keep growing, working hours will soon become important negotiation issues for trade unions in other 

countries. During booms, more people want to trade money for time. The post-2008 crisis has finally ended. Average wages are now 

above pre-crisis levels in all developed countries. 

A ...except the UK... 

B That's true. And the Eurozone's jobless rate is the lowest and US wage growth the fastest since 2009. The average worker in a 

western country now earns more than ever before. She's also inherited a sense of security that previous generations lacked. For 

someone who is in her late thirties, her grandfather born in about 1930 would have worked long hours in a factory, while her father 

would have worked slightly shorter hours in an office. Now she’s the third generation to make her career after the second world 

war, which means above mere subsistence level. She can also probably expect an inheritance. 

A Nevertheless, her work situation can rapidly become precarious. But I agree that today’s average worker has enough money to 

cope. So what's lacking? 

B What's lacking in this age of helicopter parenting and constant work messages is time.  

A Yes, you mean work-life balance, but that's generally thought of as a personal issue. It's recommended that we balance our lives 

by quitting Facebook, ignoring most emails, installing a meditation app... 

B But it’s the system itself which needs to change not the individual worker.  

A Can you tell me of just one country where the system's changing? 

B  Yes, Germany, the quiet trendsetter. The average West German employee’s working year was two thousand one hundred and 

sixty-three hours in 1960. Today it’s thirteen hundred and sixty-three hours, the lowest of all developed countries. And when 

Germans go home in mid-afternoon, lots of them are genuinely free. Tight job markets are forcing many leading German companies 

to keep their workers happy, for instance by limiting after-work emails. Daimler automatically erases emails to employees who are 

on holiday. 

A But I can't imagine traditionally workaholic Asian countries following suit. 

B Many Chinese parents are rebelling against having to spend every evening doing their children's trigonometry assignments. South 

Korea’s government wants to cut the country’s average annual working hours to less than eighteen hundred, from two thousand 

and sixty- nine in 2016. 

A Right, but I'm sure the US bucks the trend. 

B True, the US has found a way to make well-off employees work all hours into old age: their healthcare insurance is taken away if 

they stop working. But things may change even there. Amazon's piloting technical teams that work thirty-hour weeks for the 

same benefits and three-quarters the pay of forty-hour employees. Such flexibility should eventually kill off the “mommy track”, 

which punishes a woman throughout her forty-five-year career for the few years she spends child-rearing. 

A All the same, shorter hours won’t help the poorest-paid workers who can’t afford to work less, on the contrary they'll want to 

work overtime to improve their lot. 

B But a new working life is emerging for the broad middle in rich countries. The basic workweek will shorten, and individual workers 

will scale down when they have kids or aged parents to look after. By contrast, in calmer phases of life, they'll work more. 

A So the future of work could look like Germany: short workdays, high productivity and a booming yoga sector. 

Outline 

Qualified jobseekers are scarce in today's fast-growing global economy, which means that workers can now press their demands. 

The average western worker now earns more than ever before and has enough money to cope, but what is lacking in this age of 

helicopter parenting and constant work messages is time. Work-life balance is generally thought of as a personal issue, but it is the 

system itself which needs changing. Germany is one country where the system is changing: the average working year for West 

German employees was 2,163 hours in 1960, but today Germans work 1,363 hours, the lowest of all developed countries. 

Traditionally workaholic Asian countries may be following suit, but the US has found a way to make well-off employees work all 

hours into old age 

Questions 

1. What would be your reaction if a candidate asked in a job interview if he could leave early on Friday afternoons to go to yoga? 

2. What experience do you have of job interviews? 

3. What do you expect to get out of working? 

4. What would be the ideal working life be like? 


